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Purpose: The aim of this research is to segment visitors at the Kruger National Park based on 
the frequency of visitation in order to distinguish between first-time and repeat park visitors.

Problem investigated: The Kruger National Park (KNP) in South Africa is one of the world’s 
most renowned wildlife reserves. The KNP is in great demand because it is regarded as an 
all-inclusive holiday destination that provides tourists with a unique nature and leisure 
experience. As a result, the park attracts over one million visitors per annum and is one of 
the top five international tourist destinations in the country. For the KNP to sustain its visitor 
numbers, park managers should realise that both first-time and repeat visitor groups play a 
fundamental role in the overall competitiveness and success of the park, and they should strive 
to achieve a balance between first-time and repeat visitors. Therefore, the park management 
should know which attributes of the park attract first-time visitors group and which attract 
repeat visitors. 

Design and methodology and approach: A research survey was done at various rest camps in 
the KNP from 26 December 2010 to 03 January 2011; a total of 436 visitor questionnaires were 
completed. Two-way frequency tables and chi-square tests as well as analysis of variance 
and Tukey’s multiple comparisons were used to analyse the data and segment first-time and 
repeat visitors based on socio-demographics and behavioural characteristics as well as travel 
motivations.

Findings and implications: The results indicated that first-time visitors are long-haul visitors, 
are younger and pay for fewer people whilst repeat visitors are mainly motivated by escape and 
plan their trips well in advance. These differences indicate that the KNP should follow a two-
pronged marketing approach aimed at both visitor markets. This would greatly contribute to 
the long-term sustainability and competitiveness of the KNP.

Introduction 
Visitors to a destination, including national parks, comprise both first-timers and repeaters. First-
time visitors could be associated with a ‘new’ market and are those visitors who are visiting the 
destination for the first time (Um, Chon & Ro 2006). Repeat visitors can be seen as an established 
customer base and are visitors who have visited the destination more than once (Kerstetter & 
Cho 2004; Um et al. 2006). According to Oppermann (2000), Petrick, Morais and Norman (2001) 
and Vogt, Stewart and Fesenmaier (1998), both the abovementioned visitor groups play a 
fundamental role in ensuring that an attraction or a destination (such as a national park) sustains 
its visitor numbers, its overall competitiveness and ultimately its success. Park managers should 
therefore strive to achieve a balance between first-time and repeat visitors. This is imperative, in 
view of the economic impact of national parks, especially in South Africa, and the consequent 
benefits of attracting and retaining visitors. South Africa has in excess of 20 national parks and 
in addition to this there are many local and provincial parks and a further 9000 privately owned 
game reserves competing for ecotourists (Saayman & Van der Merwe 2004). Neighbouring 
countries such as Namibia, Zimbabwe and Botswana are also very competitive and, according 
to Saayman (2003), it has therefore become crucial for national parks to keep up with trends 
and the needs of tourists, since this would streamline future marketing strategies. Shanka and 
Taylor (2004:135) add that, whereas many tourism operations, including national parks, rely on 
repeat visitors, it is worthwhile determining which of the attributes significantly attract first-time 
visitors and which appeal to repeat visitor groups, because these findings could be beneficial to 
the organisation (park) management in terms of effectively marketing the park and gaining a 
competitive advantage as well as ensuring the long-term sustainability of the park.

Theoretical background
According to Petrick (2004), increasing numbers of first-time visitors are associated with market 
growth; however, the creation of a new market is seen by some as being associated with increased 
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costs, since establishing a new market requires a significant 
deployment of resources. Losing existing visitors is also 
associated with higher marketing costs (Kotler, Bowen & 
Makens 2003:395); therefore, it is equally important to retain 
visitors. This is because an established market provides the 
supplier with a cost advantage, as fewer resources are needed 
to maintain a market than to create a new market (Li et al. 
2008:297). In addition, repeat visitors provide the supplier 
with an indicator of service quality or service satisfaction 
(McCain, Jang & Hu 2005:465–472), since repeat visitation 
is associated with loyalty (Kumar & Shah 2004:317). Hellier 
et al. (2003) add that repeat visitors provide an additional 
marketing advantage, as they are the ideal conveyors of 
word-of-mouth promotion. 

However, although repeat visitors have marketing and cost 
advantages for a destination, they should not be seen as 
the only desirable market group (Oppermann 1998; Petrick 
2004). Jang and Feng (2007:587), Kruger and Saayman 
(2009), Li et al. (2008:279), Oppermann (1999) and Wang 
(2004:115) therefore suggest that it is very important to 
distinguish between first-time and repeat visitors, since the 
tourism demand of repeat visitors is quite different from 
that of first-time visitors. Managers should distinguish 
between the two groups of visitors and plan their marketing 
strategies accordingly (Correia, Oliveira & Butler 2008:198; 
Lau & McKercher 2004:285). If a destination focuses on one 
group only, it might result in a misunderstanding of market 
movement and the ineffective allocation of resources (Jang 
& Feng 2007:587). An understanding of both visitor groups 
would provide destination marketers with a more specific 
direction (Li et al. 2008:279) and a greater ability to adapt to a 
continuously changing environment (Chiang, Wang & Chen 
2010:757). Travel and destination (park) managers therefore 
need to consider these differences and to propose different 
programmes for these two potentially different market 
segments (Vogt et al. 1998:69; Wang 2004:115). In particular, 
information concerning tourists’ status as first-time or repeat 
visitors could be useful in market segmentation (Formica & 
Uysal 1995), signalling destination familiarity (Tideswell & 
Faulkner 1999) and determining a park’s position in its life 
cycle (Oppermann 1998:136; Priestly & Mundet 1998). The 
appropriate management combination of first-timers and 
repeat visitors could thus ultimately contribute to greater 
sustainability (Kruger & Saayman 2009).

Li et al. (2008:278) state that most tourism researchers report 
differences between first-time and repeat visitors in terms of 
demographics, destination perception, perceived value and 
travel motivations. Although a number of research papers 
have focused on the topic of differentiation between first-time 
and repeat visitors, the existing literature still paints a mixed 
picture and does not provide the needed clarity. With regard 
to socio-demographic differences between first-timers and 
repeaters, the findings are as follows: first-time visitors tend 
to be younger compared to repeaters (Gitelson & Crompton 
1984:1999; Kruger & Saayman 2009; Kruger, Saayman & Ellis 
2010:95; Lau & McKercher 2004; Li et al. 2008; Shani, Rivera 
& Hara 2009:99). First-time visitors also stay at a destination 

for a shorter time than repeat visitors do (Kruger et al. 2010; 
Lau & McKercher 2004; Oppermann 1997:179; Wang 2004). 
However, this is contradicted by a finding by Kruger and 
Saayman (2009) and Li et al. (2008:289), who have observed 
that first-timers stayed longer at a destination compared to 
repeaters. Kruger and Saayman (2009) also noted that first-
time visitors usually have more money and as a consequence 
they spend more money. This corresponds to findings by 
Alegre and Juaneda (2006:686), Kruger et al. (2010), Li et al. 
(2008:288), Oppermann (1997:178), Petrick (2004:469) and 
Tang and Turco (2001:39). Shani et al. (2009:99) and Wang 
(2004:108), on the other hand, have found that repeat visitors 
tend to fall in the higher income class and therefore exhibit 
higher levels of spending. 

With regard to trip preferences, travel motives and activities 
sought, Kruger et al. (2010) and Li et al. (2008:288) found that 
first-time visitors are more likely to be long-haul visitors who 
travel longer distances, whilst repeaters tend to travel to visit 
friends and relatives and take weekend trips. This contradicts 
the findings of Shani et al. (2009:99), who state that repeat 
visitors tend to travel further whilst local residents also 
tend to be repeaters. The ability to socialise is a major factor 
for repeat visitors, whilst first-time visitors are motivated 
more by curiosity (Crompton  et  al.  1992:366). Gitelson and 
Crompton (1984), Hughes and Morrison-Saunders (2002) 
and Kruger et al. (2010) found that first-timers tend to seek 
variety and new cultural experiences, whilst returning 
visitors are more likely to be seeking relaxation and spending 
time with or visiting family and friends. First-time visitors 
are involved in more activities and explore a destination 
more widely, with a specific interest in large icons and 
events (Crompton et al. 1992:366; 2004:159; Lau & McKercher 
2004:284; Wang 2004:108), whilst repeaters spend their time 
more intensively, engage in activities related to local culture 
and life, prefer participating in more social activities such as 
shopping, dining or visiting friends and relatives, and are 
destination-aware visitors who are knowledgeable regarding 
the range of activities available (Lau & McKercher 2004:279; 
Li et al. 2008:280; Oppermann 1997:178; Wang 2004:108). The 
latter observation is supported by Hong et al. (2009:286), Lehto, 
O’Leary and Morrison (2004), Morais and Lin (2010:206), 
Oppermann (1997) and Shanka and Taylor (2004:142), as well 
as Reid and Reid (1993), who found that repeat visitors make 
use of a wide range of independent or external information 
sources (especially radio and newspapers) and past 
experience as a base for their buying behaviour, compared 
to first-timers who rely greatly on word-of-mouth marketing 
channels and the internet (Kruger & Saayman 2009; Kruger et 
al. 2010; Shani et al. 2009:99). Furthermore, Li et al. (2008:288) 
found that first-time visitors are active travel planners and 
start collecting information early, which contradicts the 
findings of Kruger et al. (2010), who state that repeat visitors 
plan their visits well in advance. However, Kruger et al. also 
found that first-timers also plan in advance, but sometimes 
tend to decide spontaneously.

In terms of destination perception and intention to revisit, 
Morais and Lin (2010:193), in a study of a destinations 
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perception amongst tourists in Taiwan, found that first-
time visitors are attracted to the destination as a result 
of image, as opposed to repeat visitors, who return as a 
result of their attachment to the destination. Fakeye and 
Crompton (1991) found that natural and cultural amenities 
and accommodation are important image components 
for first-time visitors, whilst social factors such as food, 
friendly people, bars and evening entertainment are more 
important to repeaters. Repeat visitors are less likely to be 
satisfied, due to higher expectations, but have a stronger 
intention to return in the future (Juaneda 1996; Kruger et 
al. 2010; McKercher & Wong 2004; Petrick & Backman 2002; 
Shani et al. 2009:99).

The above literature analysis regarding first-time and repeat 
visitors shows that the findings contradict one another and 
that there is no clear difference between the two groups. The 
existing literature focuses primarily on visitation patterns 
and tends to emphasise destinations, events and historical 
sites. However, very little literature is available on the 
differences between first-time and repeat visitors to parks 
and nature-based areas, and specifically to national parks 
in South Africa. Since the differences between first-time and 
repeat visitors are not set in stone, it can be assumed that 
a study of the characteristics of these two visitor groups 
at the KNP will provide new and unique insights into the 
underlying differences between first-time and repeat visitors 
to the park.

The studies discussed in the literature review furthermore 
collectively concluded that destination marketers should 
follow a two-pronged marketing approach, considering both 
groups of visitors as important for the sustainability of the 
product or destination (Kruger et al. 2010). It is also evident 
from the results that the unique nature of each tourism 
product or destination plays a vital role in the type of visitors 
attracted to the destination and one can therefore not assume 
that these two visitor segments are homogeneous in terms of 
their profiles, motives, preferences and consequent behaviour 
at the KNP. The latter was somewhat verified by Kruger and 
Saayman (2010) in their comparative study of visitors’ travel 
motives for visiting the KNP and the Tsitsikamma National 
Park (TNP). The results showed that visitors to these parks 
are motivated by a diverse set of motives (knowledge 
seeking, activities, park attributes, nostalgia, novelty and 
escape and relaxation for the KNP; knowledge seeking, 
nature experience, photography, escape and relaxation, 
park attributes and nostalgia for the TNP). However, the 
differences between first-time and repeat visitors to the KNP 
or any other South African national park have not yet been 
established.

Based on this, Lau and McKercher (2004:284) emphasise 
that tourism destinations such as the KNP should achieve 
a balance between first-time and repeat visitors, and that 
the generation of repeat visitation relies on the ability of the 
park to successfully convert first-time users into returning 
visitors (Kruger & Saayman 2009). This requires developing 
a comprehensive understanding of the reasons why both 

visitor segments come to the park and what the visitors 
comprising each group prefer to do during their stay (Lau 
& McKercher 2004:285). Hence, it is imperative to assess the 
viability of first-time and repeat visitors by distinguishing 
between these two visitor groups at the KNP.

Purpose and objectives
The aim of this research is to segment visitors at one of the 
oldest and most profitable national parks in South Africa and 
in the world, namely the Kruger National Park (KNP), based 
on the frequency of visitation, in order to distinguish between 
first-time and repeat visitors. The KNP is renowned for its 
wildlife management, which is unparalleled on the African 
continent, its diversity of animal species and its variety of 
vegetation zones (Mabunda & Wilson 2009:117; SANParks 
2009:31). This national park acts as a strong magnet for 
tourists, is a major export earner and constitutes an important 
part of the South African tourism industry (Cook, Yale & 
Marqua 2010:212; Uysal, McDonald & Martin 1994:18). The 
KNP is furthermore an all-inclusive holiday destination 
and provides tourists with a unique nature and leisure 
experience, which is a major attraction for both domestic and 
international tourists (Saayman & Saayman 2009). The first 
tourists were allowed into the park in 1927 and since then the 
number of visitors has grown significantly: in 2009−2010 a 
total of 1 429 904 visitors visited the park (SANParks 2010:34). 
Based on these figures, it is not surprising that South Africa’s 
National Parks (SANParks) currently generates 80% of its 
revenue from accommodation and admission fees in the 
KNP (Mabunda & Wilson 2009:118).

Methodology
This research is of a quantitative nature and a structured 
questionnaire was used to collect the data. The method of 
research used will be discussed under the following headings: 
(1) the questionnaire, (2) sampling method and survey, and 
(3) statistical analysis.

The questionnaire
The questionnaire used to survey visitors was based on 
similar research conducted by Downward and Lumsdon 
(2004), Kruger et al. (2010), Leones, Colby and Crandall 
(1998) and Mehmetoglu (2007), and consisted of three 
sections. Section A captured the demographic details of the 
visitors (language, gender, age, race, marital status, country 
of residence, province, highest qualification and occupation), 
whilst Section B measured the economic information such as 
size of travel group, number of people paid for, an indication 
of whether visitors were visiting for the day or staying 
overnight, the type of accommodation they stayed in, the 
number of nights they stayed in the park, the number of 
visits over the last three years and their spending dynamics. 
Section C measured the respondents’ travel motivations 
for visiting the KNP. Twenty-three items were listed and 
respondents were asked to rate the importance of each item 
on a five-point Likert scale (1 = not at all important; 2 = less 
important; 3 = important; 4 = very important; 5 = extremely 
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important). For the purpose of this research, the information 
from all three sections was included in the analysis.

Sampling method and survey
All overnight visitors to the park in the survey period (29 
December 2010 − 03 January 2011) formed part of the 
sample. Overnight visitors staying in chalets and in the 
camping area were included in the surveys. Field workers 
distributed questionnaires in the evenings and collected the 
questionnaires later in the same evening or early the next 
morning. According to the figures provided by SANParks, 
there were approximately 385 000 overnight visitors at KNP 
during 2009. Since only one questionnaire was administered 
per travelling group, this total was divided by the number 
of people for whom visitors were financially responsible 
in 2010 (an average of 3.9 persons) (Kruger et al. 2010:12). 
This resulted in a population size of approximately 99 000. 
According to Israel (2009:6), for a population of 100 000 (N), 
398 respondents (n) is seen as representative. In total, 436 
questionnaires were administrated at the KNP in 2010 and 
2011. The number of completed questionnaires was thus 
more than the number required.

Statistical analysis
Microsoft© Excel© was used for data capturing whilst SPSS 
(SPSS Inc. 2010) was used for the analysis of data. This 
study comprised three stages. Firstly, a general profile of 
respondents at the KNP was compiled. Secondly, a principal 
axis factor analysis, using an Oblimin rotation with Kaiser 
normalisation, was performed on 22 motivation items, to 
explain the variance-covariance structure of a set of variables 
through a few linear combinations of these variables. 
The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy 
and Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity was used to determine 
whether the covariance matrix was suitable for factor 
analysis. Kaiser’s criteria for the extraction of all factors with 
eigenvalues larger than 1 were used because those criteria 
were considered to explain a significant amount of variation 
in the data. In addition, all items with a factor loading above 
0.3 were considered as contributing to a factor, whereas all 
items with factor loadings lower than 0.3 were considered 
as not correlating significantly with this factor (Steyn 2000). 
In addition, any item that cross-loaded on two factors with 
factor loadings greater than 0.3 was categorised in the factor 
where interpretability was best. A reliability coefficient 
(Cronbach’s alpha) was computed for each factor to estimate 
the internal consistency of each factor. All factors with a 
reliability coefficient above 0.6 were considered as acceptable 
in this study. The average inter-item correlations were 
computed as another measure of reliability. According to 
Clark and Watson (1995), the average inter-item correlation 
should lie between 0.15 and 0.55.

Lastly, visitors were analysed based on the number of years 
they had visited the park. Two-way frequency tables and 
chi-square tests as well as analysis of variance (ANOVA) 
and Tukey’s multiple comparisons were used to investigate 

any significant differences between first-time and repeat 
visitors. The study employed demographic variables 
(gender, home language, age, occupation and province of 
origin), behavioural variables (length of stay, expenditure, 
decision to visit and media usage) as motivational factors to 
examine whether statistically significant differences existed 
between the two groups. Cross-tabulations with chi-square 
tests were furthermore employed to profile these groups 
demographically. The results of the statistical analysis will 
be discussed in the next section.

Analysis and interpretation of the 
findings
This section provides an overview of the profile of the 
respondents (visitors to the KNP in 2010 and 2011), and 
discusses the results of the factor analysis (travel motives) 
and of the ANOVA comparisons and cross-tabulations with 
chi-square tests.

Profile of respondents
Table 1 shows that the majority of respondents at the KNP 
in 2010 and 2011 were Afrikaans-speaking, an average of 
45 years old, married and travelled from either Gauteng or 
Mpumalanga in a 4x4 vehicle. During their stay, respondents 
were financially responsible for an average of three persons, 
they stayed an average of three nights and they spent an 
average of R7728.53 per trip. These visitors were loyal to the 
park and had visited national parks an average of three times 
over the preceding three years.

Results of the factor analysis
The pattern matrix of the principal axis factor analysis, using 
an Oblimin rotation with Kaiser normalisation, identified five 
motivational factors that were labelled according to similar 
characteristics (Table 2). These factors accounted for 63% of 
the total variance. All factors had relatively high reliability 
coefficients, ranging from 0.50 (the lowest) to 0.89 (the 
highest). The average inter-item correlation coefficients, with 
values between 0.19 and 0.54, also imply internal consistency 
for all factors. Moreover, all items loaded on a factor with 
a loading greater than 0.3, and the relatively high factor 
loadings indicate a reasonably high correlation between 
the factors and their component items. The Kaiser-Meyer-
Olkin measure of sampling adequacy of 0.88 also indicates 
that patterns of correlation are relatively compact and yield 

TABLE 1: Profile of Kruger National Park respondents.
Category Response 
Home language Afrikaans (53%) 
Age Average age of 45 years
Marital status Married (72%) 
Province of residence Gauteng (57%); Mpumalanga (14%) 
Mode of transport 4x4 (34%); Sedan (25%)
Number of visits to national parks over 
three years 

Three times on average

Average length of stay Three nights 
Number of people paid for An average of three persons
Average spending per trip R7728.53 



Original Research

doi:10.4102/ac.v14i1.220http://www.actacommercii.co.za

Page 5 of 9

distinct and reliable factors (Field 2005:640). Barlett’s test of 
sphericity also reached statistical significance (p < 0.001), 
supporting the factorability of the correlation matrix (Pallant 
2007:197).

Factor scores were calculated as the average of all items 
contributing to a specific factor in order to interpret them on 
the original five-point Likert scale of measurement. As Table 
2 shows, the following motives for KNP were identified: 
knowledge seeking (Factor 1), park attributes (Factor  2), group 
affiliation (Factor 3), escape (Factor 4) and exploration (Factor 
5). With a mean value of 4.37, escape was considered the 
most important motive to travel to the KNP, followed by 
park attributes (3.72), group affiliation (3.62) and knowledge 
seeking (3.42). Exploration (3.06) was considered as neither 
an important nor a less important travel motive to travel to 
the KNP. In previous research, Kruger and Saayman (2010) 
also identified escape, park attributes and knowledge seeking as 
motives to visit national parks in South Africa.

First-time versus repeat visitors to the Kruger 
National Park
An analysis of first-timers versus repeaters in the literature 
review established that, on a very general level, one can 
divide visitors at a destination into two categories, namely 
first-time and repeat visitors. However, there are vast 
differences between repeaters. Visitors to the KNP were thus 
divided into three groups based on the number of times they 

had visited the park. First-time visitors and ‘very frequenters’ 
(four or more times) account for 28% of the respondents 
whilst the frequenters (two and three times) are the largest 
segment, with 44%.

Results of analysis of variance and Tukey’s 
post hoc multiple comparisons
ANOVAs were employed to determine the differences 
between first-timers and repeaters at the KNP, based on 
socio-demographic and behavioural characteristics as 
well as motivational factors. As shown in Table 4, there 
are statistically significant differences between first-timers 
and repeaters (frequent and very frequent visitors) based 
on age (p = 0.001). First-timers and frequent visitors differ 
statistically from very frequenters; first-timers and very 
frequent visitors are younger (an average of respectively 
42 and 45 years) compared to very frequenters who are an 
average of 50 years old. 

Group size (p = 0.092) and the travel motives knowledge seeking 
(p = 0.091) and exploration (p = 0.073) were also significant at a 
10% level of significance; however, Tukey’s post hoc multiple 
comparisons showed no statistical significance. There are 
furthermore no statistically significant differences between 
first-timers and repeaters based on length of stay (p = 0.365) 
and expenditure per person (p = 0.259). Also, no statistically 
significant differences existed between the visitor groups 
based on the other motivational factors. Based on the results, 

TABLE 2: Results of factor analysis of Kruger National Park visitor motives.
Motivation factors and items  Factor

loading
Mean
value

Reliability 
coefficient

Average inter-item 
correlation

Factor 1: Knowledge seeking 3.42 0.89 0.54
To learn about endangered species 0.91 - - -
To learn about animals in general 0.90 - - -
To learn about specific animals 0.88 - - -
To learn about plants 0.76 - - -
Primarily for educational reasons (to learn things, increase my knowledge) 0.65 - - -
To photograph animals and plants 0.40 - - -
It is a spiritual experience 0.31 - - -
Factor 2: Park attributes 3.72 0.80 0.45
The park has great accommodation facilities 0.72 - - -
It is an ideal holiday destination 0.68 - - -
It is value for money 0.65 - - -
I am loyal to the park 0.60 - - -
I prefer the park for its geographical features 0.54 - - -
Factor 3: Group affiliation 3.62 0.78 0.48
To learn about nature 0.68 - - -
For the benefit of my children 0.65 - - -
So that other members in my party can develop an appreciation for endangered 
species and wildlife

0.60 - - -

To be with family or to spend time with someone special 0.33 - - -
Factor 4: Escape 4.37 0.77 0.64
To relax 0.82 - - -
To get away from my normal routine 0.69 - - -
Factor 5: Exploration 3.06 0.50 0.19
To explore a new destination 0.58 - - -
To spend time with friends 0.48 - - -
To see the Big Five 0.40 - - -
To do hiking trails 0.38 - - -
Total variance explained 63% - - -
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it is clear that all three visitor groups travel in groups of three 
persons, stay in the park for an average of seven to eight 
nights and that they are motivated mainly by escape, park 
attributes and group affiliation. The latter finding corresponds 
to the results of the factor analysis (Table 2).

Cross-tabulations and chi-square test results
According to Table 5, there are statistically significant 
differences between first-timers and repeaters at the 
KNP based on province of origin (p = 0.001), WildCard 
holder status (p = 0.001) and decision to visit the park (p 
= 0.018), whilst accompanying children (p = 0.055) and 
marital status (p = 0.059) were significant at a 10% level of 
significance. More first-time visitors and frequent visitors 
indicated that they travelled with children, compared to 
very frequent visitors, whilst more repeat visitors (frequent 
and very frequent) are married and are WildCard holders, 
compared to first-timers. First-time visitors, on the other 
hand, plan their trips well in advance, whilst repeaters 
(frequent and very frequent) plan in advance but also 
make spontaneous decisions. With regard to province of 
origin, very frequenters mostly originate from Gauteng 
and Mpumalanga, whereas first-timers originate from 
Gauteng and the Western Cape and frequent visitors 
from Gauteng and KwaZulu-Natal. All three visitor 
groups also travel from other provinces in South Africa. 
There were no statistical significant differences based on 
the other variables. However, it can be seen that all three 
visitor groups are Afrikaans-speaking with a high level of 
education, travel to the park in a 4x4 or sedan and would 
recommend the park to family and friends.

Generalisations 
The main findings of this research are as follows: in terms 
of the factor analysis (reasons for visiting the park), escape 
was the most important motive for both first-time and 
repeat visitors to attend the park, which supports general 
findings in the literature regarding travel motives of visitors 
to nature-based destinations. Results from the ANOVA 
support the findings of Gitelson and Crompton (1984), 
Kruger et al. (2010), Lau and McKercher (2004), Li et al. (2008) 
and Shani et al. (2009), who indicate that first-time visitors to 
the KNP are younger than repeat visitors and they pay for 
fewer people. Therefore, their spending is also lower, which 
supports the research findings of Shani et al. (2009) and Wang 
(2004). Although first-timers regarded escape, park attributes 
and group affiliation as important motives to visit the park, they 
obtained the lowest mean values on all the factors, compared 
to repeat visitors. Repeat visitors are mainly motivated by 
escape and this corresponds to the findings of Gitelson and 
Crompton (1984), Hughes and Morrison-Saunders  (2002) 
and Kruger et al. (2010), who found that returning visitors 
seek relaxation. Similar to the findings by Kruger et al. (2010), 
Li et al. (2008) and Shani et al. (2009), it was found that first-
time visitors travel longer distances to visit the park, whereas 
repeat visitors are local residents. However, repeat visitors 
sometimes also travel long distances to visit the park, which 
support the findings of Shani et al. (2009). First-timers are 
active travel planners, which supports the findings of Li et 
al. (2008). Repeaters usually tend to plan well in advance, 
but sometimes also make their decisions to visit the park 
spontaneously. This corresponds with the findings of Kruger 
et al. (2010). The roles of marital status, accompanying 
children and being a WildCard holder have not been studied 
in previous research and indicate that repeat visitors tend to 
be married and WildCard holders, whilst first-time visitors 
and frequent visitors tend to travel with children. 

This study has the following invaluable implications: firstly, 
marketers and park management should follow a two-

TABLE 3: Visitors at the Kruger National Park based on frequency of visitation.
Number of times visited Count %
1 (first time) 121 28
2 and 3 times (frequent visitors) 194 44
4 + times (very frequent visitors) 121 28

TABLE 4: Results of analysis of variance and Tukey’s post hoc multiple comparisons for Kruger National Park visitor characteristics of first-timers and repeaters.
Characteristics Frequency of park visitation F-ratio Significance

levelFirst time
(N = 121)

2 and 3 times
(N = 194) Frequent 

visitors

4 + times
(N = 121) Very frequent 

visitors
Age 42a 45a 50b 10.942 0.001*
Group size 3 3 3 2.401 0.092
Length of stay 1.009 0.365
 Nights in KNP 7 8 8
Expenditure per person R2702.06 R3104.45 R23 498.00 1.357 0.259
Motivations†
Knowledge seeking 3.27 3.43 3.55 2.408 0.091**
Park attributes 3.59 3.75 3.80 2.074 0.127
Group affiliation 3.56 3.67 3.60 0.354 0.702
Escape 4.32 4.37 4.42 0.420 0.657
Exploration 3.21 3.97 3.05 2.634 0.073**

KNP, Kruger National Park.
†, Respondents were asked to indicate how they evaluate each motivation item on the scale (1 = not at all important; 2 = less important; 3 = neither important nor less important; 
4 = very important; 5 = extremely important).
a,  Group differs significantly from type (in row) where b, is indicated.
*, Statistically significant difference: 5% level 
**, Statistically significant difference: 10% level
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pronged approach that caters for the needs of both markets, 
as proposed by Kruger et al. (2010). This is vital, since these 
markets are important, and a continuous flow of first-timers 
would ensure the sustainability of the KNP. First-time visitors 
are furthermore younger and they are a potential long-term 
market that should be converted into repeat visitors. Thus, as 
pointed out by Lau and McKercher (2004) and Oppermann 
(1997), the KNP should aim to achieve a balance between 

first-time and repeat visitors. According to the results it does 
appear that there is a balance. Follow-up studies need to be 
conducted to confirm or deny this observation. In this regard, 
the WildCard (loyalty card) seems to be an effective tool to 
increase visitation, thereby creating repeaters. In order to 
retain first-timers, it seems that activities aimed at children 
would increase the possibility of return visits. Childrens’ 
activities could include interpretation and education centres, 

TABLE 5: Chi-square test results of visitor characteristics of first-time and repeat Kruger National Park visitors.
Characteristics Frequency of participation Chi-square value DF Significance level Phi-value

)First-time visitors
(N = 121)

Frequent visitors
2–3 times
(N = 194)

Very frequent 
visitors 4 + times

(N = 121))
Home language 5.752 4 0.218 0.115
English 40% 38% 38% - - - -
Afrikaans 48% 56% 51% - - - -
Other (foreign) 12% 6% 12% - - - -
Accompanying children 9.266 7 0.055** 0.147
Yes 50% 57% 41% - - - -
No 50% 43% 59% - - - -
Province 41.152 16 0.001* 0.326
Gauteng 58% 62% 53% - - - -
KwaZulu-Natal 9% 9% 2% - - - -
Eastern Cape 2% 2% 3% - - - -
Western Cape 13% 8% 4% - - - -
Northern Cape 0% 2% 1% - - - -
Limpopo 7% 4% 8% - - - -
Mpumalanga 7% 8% 28% - - - -
Free State 2% 2% 1% - - - -
North West 3% 3% 2% - - - -
Marital status 14.987 8 0.059** 0.186
Married 71% 71% 76% - - - -
Not married 21% 14% 11% - - - -
Divorced 5% 4% 2% - - - -
Widowed 2% 1% 2% - - - -
Living together 2% 10% 11% - - - -
Level of education 13.049 10 0.221 0.175
No school 0% 0% 2% - - - -
Matric 23% 23% 25% - - - -
Diploma or degree 42% 37% 39% - - - -
Postgraduate 17% 17% 15% - - - -
Professional 
Other 

14%
4%

21%
2%

19%
0%

- - - -

Type of transport 6.682 10 0.755 0.124
4x4 32% 31% 38% - - - -
Kombi 10% 11% 9% - - - -
Leisure vehicle 10% 9% 9% - - - -
Sedan 27% 25% 25% - - - -
2x4 or Bakkie 18% 21% 19% - - - -
Other 4% 3% 4% - - - -
WildCard holder 23.184 2 0.001* 0.231
Yes 63% 83% 86% - - - -
No 37% 17% 14% - - - -
Recommend the park 0.180 2 0.914 0.020
Yes 98% 98% 98% - - - -
No 2% 2% 2% - - - -
Decision to visit the park 15.364 6 0.018* 0.189
Spontaneous decision 8% 14% 13% - - - -
Less than a month ago 8% 6% 12% - - - -
More than a month ago 60% 53% 39% - - - -
Other 24% 27% 36% - - - -

*, Statistically significant difference: 5% level
**, Statistically significant difference: 10% level
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playgrounds and game drives with guides, to name a few. 
Moreover, the KNP should take into account the differences 
between first-time and repeat visitors and develop different 
marketing strategies and programmes for these two 
potentially different market segments (Vogt et al. 1998:69; 
Wang 2004:115).

Secondly, marketing messages should incorporate the travel 
motives escape, park attractiveness and group affiliation to attract 
both first-time and repeat visitors as these aspects seem to be 
the main reasons why people visit the KNP. 

Thirdly, both first-timers and repeaters plan their park 
visits well in advance and therefore gather information 
extensively. Repeat visitors also tend to make their decision 
to visit spontaneously and this implies that marketing 
should be done on a continuous basis to attract both visitor 
segments. Therefore, it would be advisable to use a wide 
range of marketing tools such as magazines, newspapers, 
radio, television advertisements and billboards.

Summary and conclusion
The purpose of this study was to distinguish between first-
time and repeat visitors to the KNP, based on frequency 
of visitation. It was the first time that this approach was 
used at a nature-based destination in South Africa. This 
innovative approach contributes to the body of knowledge 
on the viability of park visitors by applying a segmentation 
technique that enables the identification of differences 
according the visitors’ purchasing behaviour. Statistically 
significant differences were found between first-time and 
repeat visitors, based on socio-demographic and behavioural 
characteristics as well as reasons for visiting the park. The 
results both supported and contradicted previous research, 
as discussed in the literature review and the section dealing 
with the findings of this research. This research especially 
verifies the notion that the unique nature of each tourism 
product or destination plays a vital role in the type of visitors 
attracted to these destinations. This means that first-time 
and repeat visitors cannot be regarded as homogeneous in 
terms of their profiles, motives, preferences and consequent 
behaviour. The study also showed that a combination of 
first-timers and repeat visitors would contribute to a more 
sustainable and competitive park. It is recommended that 
this approach be applied at other nature-based destinations 
or products in order to overcome one of the major limitations 
of this type of research, namely a lack of comparative studies.
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