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Tourists’ Perception of Heritage Sites in Bangladesh: An Investigation from the Demand-Supply Perspectives


ABSTRACT

	Heritage Tourism is a branch of tourism oriented towards the cultural heritage of the location where tourism is occurring. Heritage tourism can encourage the revival of traditions and the restoration of sites and monuments. Based on the literature search, it has been identified that there is a lack of studies regarding the tourists’ perception of heritage tourism sites in Bangladesh. Therefore, this study explores these gaps by examining the demand-side and supply-side perceptions of tourists visiting the cultural heritage sites in Bangladesh, namely in Paharpur, Mahansthangarh, and Naogaon. Existing research explored statistically significant negative gaps in the perceptions between tourists and tourism service providers. This further expedites the study of destination competitiveness to develop a healthy heritage tourism industry in Bangladesh. Furthermore, SMART PLS 3.0 was employed, and The structural equation model indicates statistically significant path coefficients from cultural authenticity, heritage site accessibility, interpretation, and information services, visitor facilities, and infrastructure to tourist satisfaction (t = 5.045, p = 0.000; t = 3.058, p = 0.002; t = 9.055, p = 0.000; t = 12.252, p = 0.005). Thus, this study intends to explore the competitiveness of Bangladesh’s cultural heritage destination regarding tourist satisfaction level in the world’s heritage tourism context. 
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1. INTRODUCTION
Tourism is among the most profitable businesses worldwide, bringing cultural exchanges among countries. It also creates new job opportunities, determines the country’s economic growth and supports infrastructure development. Not to mention, the tourism industry in Bangladesh is expected to increase to a satisfactory level within a few years. Bangladesh offers a wide range of tourist products, from cultural tours in significant historical places to celebrating holidays on the 200 nautical miles sea border. However, achieving a higher expectation level in this sector is conditioned by the multiple efforts undertaken by national and international tourists in terms of service quality, transport, infrastructure and the behaviour of the tourism businesses.
[bookmark: _Hlk70259704]Although tourism is a highly generous sector and a potential producer of substantial income, Bangladeshi tourism struggles to win the battle in a complex time of turmoil. However, the revitalisation of Bangladesh tourism began a while ago. Since then, necessary steps have been implemented to improve the transport infrastructure and bring service quality to a higher level. Moreover, entertainment parks have appeared, rural tourism has begun to be known and wanted, and small establishments and hotels have clients from all over Asia (Lane, 2009). Since the increased competition lies not only at a global level but also penetrating the national level, signifying all the related stakeholders who offer touristic services, to take decisive measures of readjustment and redirection to maintain this market by diversifying as well as correlating the quality with the price of the touristic product (Bangladesh Finance Ministry, 2010).
The professionals in the Bangladeshi tourism industry understand the new tendencies in the development of international tourism and realise that the ever-higher demands of the clients force them to use new management and marketing instruments. Therefore, Bangladesh’s promotion as a tourist destination will be expedited by identifying factors that will create essential chances of success by emphasising tourist circulation across the country. Considering all these factors, the tourism industry's attention toward heritage is growing because of its potential.  Hence, heritage destinations are concentrating on tourism's demand and supply characteristics for attracting tourists in line with commercial development (Richards, 2018).
Heritage Tourism is a branch of tourism oriented towards the cultural heritage of the location where tourism is occurring. The National Trust for Historic Preservation in the United States defines heritage tourism as “travelling to experience the places and activities that authentically represent the stories and people of the past,” and cultural heritage tourism is defined as “travelling to experience the places and activities that authentically represent the stories and people of the past and present.” (Hargrove, 2022). Heritage tourism can encourage the revival of traditions and the restoration of sites and monuments.
[bookmark: _Hlk70187497]Based on the literature search, it has been identified that there is a lack of studies regarding the tourists’ perception of heritage tourism in the context of Bangladesh. Tourist perception can be defined as a tourist's positive or negative opinion of certain things (Taghipour, 2021). In light of these factors, Bhuiyan & Darda (2019) investigated tourists’ perceptions in two Muslim heritage sites of Dhaka and found out attraction, information, staff access and environment are four positive factors, whereas information served as a negative factor. Another tourist perception-based study was conducted by Hossain (2020) in selected tourism destinations in Cumilla. Hence, the study found out product, promotion, people, and physical evidence are contributing factors affecting tourists’ perceptions. Furthermore, Rahman (2012) studied tourists’ perception in the context of different heritage sites in Bangladesh and concluded that destination brand image, internet adoption, and customer satisfaction are the contributing factors. In light of this research, it can be concluded that tourist perception regarding heritage sites is not decisive; instead, it changes with specific criteria, particularly the duration of research, representation of only seasonal tourists, limitation of tourists, location of heritage sites, etc. Moreover, tourist perception is multi-dimensional, but certain independent variables have been considered due to research limitations. Therefore, this study explores these gaps by examining the demand-side and supply-side perceptions of tourists visiting the cultural heritage sites in Bangladesh. Existing research explored statistically significant negative gaps in the perceptions between tourists and tourism service providers. This further expedites the study of destination competitiveness to develop a healthy heritage tourism industry in Bangladesh. Thus, this study also intends to explore the competitiveness of Bangladesh’s cultural heritage destination in the world’s heritage tourism context.
2.	RESEARCH OBJECTIVES
The main objective of this research is to identify the critical factors affecting tourists’ perceptions of the cultural heritage of Bangladesh. However, it has specific objectives, such as
i. To develop a conceptual framework that interprets tourists’ perceptions by contemplating different dimensions, underpinning tourists’ satisfaction levels.
ii. Understanding the dynamics of the demand-supply perspective ultimately influences tourists to determine a heritage destination place.
iii. To understand the linkage between different stakeholders, facilitating the discourse of tourism motivators in tandem with tourism infrastructure and services.
iv. Recommending pragmatic policies and guidelines to ensure practical heritage tourism in Bangladesh.
3.	LITERATURE REVIEW 
Heritage tourism's ideological and structural background is fundamentally distinct from general tourism, which has long been documented (Garrod & Fyall, 2000). The growth in heritage-based tourism is an expression of critical changes in contemporary predisposition for quality, simultaneously triggering the growing attention in experimental markets (Xu et al., 2014). Furthermore, experiencing heritage has encapsulated several priorities in the motivation to travel, resulting in the overall commercialisation of heritage sites (Waitt, 2000).
The maturing nature of heritage tourism has been attributed to the supply-side perspective (Timothy, 2011). On the contrary, Silberberg (1995) argued that heritage destinations concentrate on tourism's demand and supply characteristics to attract tourists and grow commercially. Regardless of demand or supply characterisation, heritage sites revitalise the connection between built and live heritage to reconcile the cultural products to fulfil the tourists’ desires (Jansen-Verbeke, 1998).
Considering a heritage site's connotations, including self-conceptualization with a site rather than its objective features, is vital for better understanding tourists’ perceptions and behaviours (Poria et al., 2013). Hence, an interlinkage between self-conception and the heritage destination will likely stimulate positive outcomes among tourists’ perceptions (Sirgy & Su, 2000). Similarly, the heritage tourism experience is unique because it necessitates a deeper connection with tangible and intangible elements within the heritage sites (Jewell & Crotts, 2002).
However, in recent times, access to heritage sites has been associated with commodification and shifts in commercial values (Craith,2007). In this context, it has been argued that heritage sites fundamentally manifest a higher value than their intrinsic price as they reconnect the cultural links of past, present and future (Garrod & Fyall, 2000). Moreover, the admission price of heritage sites, which is often overpriced, not only jeopardises the rich cultural experience of tourists but also diminishes the representation value of heritage sites (Kim et al., 2007). Heritage tourism and management ramifications can vary significantly between developing and developed countries. (Timothy & Nyaupane,2009). The underlying contradictions between conservation and transition associated with the tourism planning process pose a significant challenge for implementing cultural heritage-based tourism. (Swain, 1989).
4. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
4.1 Study sites: Bangladesh, a country of 166 million people, is home to several significant religious structures alongside a biodiverse region included in the UNESCO World Heritage List. (Chitra, 2020). Three tourist destinations, the Ruins of the Buddhist Vihara at Paharpur, Mahansthangarh, and Jagaddala Mahavihara, have been chosen as cultural heritage sites of Bangladesh for the current study.
4.1.1 Ruins of The Buddhist Vihara at Paharpur:  This World Heritage site, inscribed in 1985 by UNESCO, is located in the country's northwest Paharpur, Badalgachhi Upazila of Naogaon district.  Dharmapala Vikramshila built it between 770-810AD as a monastery. At the base, sixty stone sculptures testify to the belief system of Hinduism, and it is the largest Buddhist monastery constructed at the time. It has unique features, such as the outside walls decorated with ornamental terracotta, influenced by Hindu Jainism and Buddhist art. The Department of Archaeology deals with the management and conservation aspects. The ruins play a significant cultural role since the statues recovered from the area are a constant reminder of the culture of the local people. The design was influenced by cultures as far as Indonesia.
4.1.2 Mahansthangarh and its environs: Mahasthan or Mahansthangarh represents the earliest and the most significant heritage and archaeological site in Bangladesh, consisting of the ruins of the ancient city of Pundranagara. The site is 13 km North of Bogra town on the Dhaka-Dinajpur highway. The ruins form an oblong plateau measuring 1500m N-S and 1400m E-W and are enclosed on their four sides by rampart walls that rise to an average height of 6m from river level—the highest point within the 4.1.2 Mahansthangarh and its environs. Mahasthangarh represents Mahisawar and the mosque of the Mughal Emperor Farrukh Siyar. The latter has been enclosed by a modern mosque, which has been extended recently, a development that precludes the scope of excavation herein.
4.1.3 Jagaddala Mahavihara: During the four centuries of prosperous rule of the Buddhist monastery in Naogaon. Various kings erected pala rulers, numerous Buddhist monasteries, temples and Stupas throughout their vast. Dharamsala, for example, is believed to have raised no less than 50 such self-contained massive religious cum-educational institutions.  It was founded by the later kings of the Pāla dynasty, probably Rampala (c. 1077-1120). The most important discovery from the site was a couple of inscribed stone pillars that helped us ascertain the site's chronology.
4.2	Sampling: The study utilised a judgmental sampling method, which is often flexible concerning this research's structure and sample distribution. The sampling stage is also judgmental, depending on the study's goals and observations regarding the site. Two types of samples were considered. First, experts’ opinions from universities and tourism boards were considered.
4.3	Data Collection: Both primary and secondary sources have been used for collecting data for this study. Data was collected through unstructured and structured questionnaires with face-to-face interview techniques. Data was collected in two phases; the first interview will be conducted with academic and industry experts. Having substantial knowledge of heritage tourism in Bangladesh, this study conducted 15 in-depth interviews from this category. The second data collection phase was conducted on tourists visiting the chosen destinations. A total of 500 responses had been collected from the tourists.
4.4 Tools for Analysis: This study employed quantitative data analysis techniques and thematic analysis of the study data.
The survey data analysis plan includes descriptive and inferential statistics. Data analysis was facilitated through SMART PLS software to address reliability and validity tests. However, data analysis methods and details on other indicators were decided based on the ongoing research settings.
5. Expected Outcomes: This outcome illuminates the heritage tourism industry by exploring the factors behind its success or failure.
Most importantly, the outcome aims to define the tourists’ perception by constructing different dimensions to attain overall satisfaction.
Secondly, the outcome will outline the drivers behind the demand-supply perspectives of the cultural heritage sites. Arguing the dynamics behind demand-supply in this Study should be pursued by utilising the careful partnering of public and private stakeholders.
Lastly, the outcome will serve as a mediator to interweave different policies in the broader lens of heritage sites to identify their successful utilisation.
6. Data Analysis and Interpretation
The present study used 387 data for final analysis, 62% of whom were male and 38% female. The demographic factors of this paper are analysed and represented in Table 1 below. However, the ages and regions of the respondents are also shown in the table, along with their frequency and percentage.
Table 1: Descriptive Statistics of the Demographic Variables
	No
	Characteristics
	Variable
	N
	%

	1
	Gender
	Male
	240
	62

	
	
	Female
	147
	38

	2
	Age
	17-20 years old
	35
	9.0

	
	
	21-29 years old
	57
	14.7

	
	
	30-39 years old
	98
	25.3

	
	
	40-49 years old
	81
	20.9

	
	
	50 years and above
	116
	30.0

	3
	Region
	Asia & Pacific
	221
	57.1

	
	
	Middle east
	18
	4.7

	
	
	Americas
	37
	9.6

	
	
	Africa
	25
	6.5

	
	
	Europe
	86
	22.2


6.1 Measurement Model
According to Kline (2015)Two approaches were used for SEM data analysis so that verification of the fitness of a theoretical model could be made possible based on the collected data. For this, the Smart PLS 3.0 software package was used. The measurement model was tested using confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to ensure reliability, discriminant, and convergent validity. Second, SEM was tested to identify the relationships between latent variables. However, the below figure shows variable factor loading values ranging from 0.663 to 0.923. According to Hair et al. (2017)The factor loading values greater than 0.6 are reliable for measuring and analysing indices.
[image: ]
Figure 1: Diagram for the measurement model of the study
The primary way to assess how well different indicators within each variable relate to each other is by computing Cronbach's alpha for each concept (Dunn et al., 2014). Cronbach (1951) Suggested that if Cronbach's alpha exceeds 0.7, it indicates internal solid consistency within measurement scales. As depicted in Table 2, Cronbach's alpha values for the examined concepts range from 0.820 to 0.904, all surpassing the 0.7 threshold. Therefore, it suggests a robust internal consistency among the concepts under investigation.
Table 2: Result of a measurement model for the study
	Latent variables
	Cronbach’s Alpha
	Rho_A
	Composite Reliability
	Average Variance Extracted (AVE)

	Cultural Authenticity
	0.904
	0.930
	0.925
	0.674

	Heritage Site Accessibility
	0.869
	0.885
	0.900

	0.603


	Interpretation and information services
	0.845

	0.856
	0.890

	0.619


	Visitor Facilities and Infrastructure
	0.820

	0.835
	0.873

	0.581


	Tourist satisfaction
	0.854
	0.861

	0.895

	0.632



PLS-SEM prioritises assessing the individual reliability of constructs. Therefore, composite reliability is favoured alongside Cronbach’s Alpha to address its limitations. According to Nunnally (1978), composite reliability values range from 0 to 1, with higher values indicating more excellent reliability. This study's composite reliability values range from 0.873 to 0.925, which is considered acceptable and satisfactory for advanced research (Nunnally, 1978). Additionally, achieving convergent validity requires an average variance extracted (AVE) greater than 0.5. As per Fornell and Larcker (1981)An AVE value below 0.5 implies more errors than the variance explained by the construct. Table 2 illustrates AVE values ranging from 0.581 to 0.674, all surpassing the 0.5 threshold, indicating good convergent validity for the latent variables in this study.
Table 3: Latent variable correlations, square roots of average variance extracted and AVE
	Constructs
	Authenticity
	Accessible
	Information
	Infrastructure
	Satisfaction
	AVE

	Cultural Authenticity
	0.821

	
	
	
	
	0.674

	Heritage Site Accessibility
	0.055

	0.776

	
	
	
	0.603


	Interpretation and information services
	0.086

	0.105

	0.787

	
	
	0.619


	Visitor Facilities and Infrastructure
	0.271

	0.228

	0.548

	0.795

	
	0.581


	Tourist satisfaction
	0.337

	0.155

	0.277

	0.672

	0.762

	0.632



As defined by Cable and Derue (2002), Discriminant validity assesses the extent of differentiation between constructs. This is achieved by comparing squared multiple correlations with average variance extracted (AVE), where AVE surpassing correlations indicates discriminant validity for each construct. As depicted in Table 3, all AVEs for the related latent variables exceed the squares of their correlations, affirming the attainment of discriminant validity for the studied constructs.
6.2 Structural Model
This study's research model, SMART PLS 3.0, was utilised to conduct path analysis, estimating path coefficients to delineate relationships between constructs. The analysis results include overall goodness-of-fit indices of the hypothesised structural model, presented in Table 4, showcasing standardised coefficients alongside corresponding t-values and p-values. The structural equation model indicates statistically significant path coefficients from cultural authenticity, heritage site accessibility, interpretation, information services, visitor facilities, and infrastructure to tourist satisfaction (t = 5.045, p = 0.000; t = 3.058, p = 0.002; t = 9.055, p = 0.000; t = 12.252, p = 0.005), Hence, tourist satisfaction is influenced by the factors which affect tourist perception.
Table 4: Results of the structural model of the study
	SL No.
	Relationships
	Direct/Indirect Effect
	T Statistics
	p-value
	Supported

	1.
	1. Cultural Authenticity-> Tourist satisfaction
	0.161
	5.045
	0.000***
	Yes

	2.
	Heritage Site Accessibility->Tourist satisfaction
	0.101

	3.058
	0.002***
	Yes

	3.
	Interpretation and information services->Tourist satisfaction
	0.334

	9.055
	0.000***
	Yes

	4.
	Visitor Facilities and Infrastructure->Tourist satisfaction
	0.506

	12.252
	0.005**
	Yes


Note: p≤0.01***; p≤0.05**; p≤0.10*
.
7.1 Practical Implications
Furthermore, this study's findings have practical implications for tourism stakeholders, including government agencies, tour operators, and local communities (Medina-Viruel et al., 2019). Holistic strategies for promoting heritage tourism in Bangladesh can be developed by fostering collaboration and dialogue among these stakeholders. This may involve building capacity for heritage site management, developing heritage trails and interpretation centres, and implementing marketing campaigns to raise awareness among domestic and international tourists. (Nguyen & Cheung, 2016).
Additionally, this study highlights the potential for leveraging technology to enhance the visitor experience at heritage sites. Digital tools such as virtual reality tours, mobile applications, and multimedia exhibits can provide immersive and interactive experiences, appealing to tech-savvy tourists while facilitating education and interpretation. (Rasoolimanesh et al., 2019). Embracing innovation in heritage tourism management can help Bangladesh stay competitive in the global tourism market and attract a new generation of culturally curious travellers. (Kim et al., 2019).
The findings of this study underscore the importance of taking a holistic approach to heritage tourism management in Bangladesh, considering both demand and supply perspectives. Bangladesh can unlock the full potential of its rich historical legacy as a driver of sustainable tourism development by understanding and responding to tourists' expectations and preserving the integrity of cultural heritage assets. (Yankholmes and Oheneba A., 2010). With careful planning, collaboration, and innovation, heritage sites in Bangladesh can continue to inspire and delight visitors for generations to come.
7.2 Theoretical Implications
This study contributes to understanding consumer behaviour within the context of heritage tourism. Examining tourists' perceptions and satisfaction levels provides empirical evidence of how tourists' perceptions of heritage site factors influence their overall satisfaction levels. (Zhong et al., 2020). The findings underscore the importance of aligning supply with demand to meet tourists' diverse needs and preferences, thus enriching the theoretical understanding of consumer behaviour in heritage tourism contexts.
The investigation from demand-supply perspectives contributes to developing comprehensive heritage tourism management frameworks. By highlighting the interplay between tourists' perceptions of heritage site determinants, the current study emphasises the need for a balanced approach to heritage site management, considering both conservation and visitor experience enhancement. (Poria et al., 2013)This theoretical framework can inform the development of strategic management practices for heritage sites in Bangladesh and other cultural tourism destinations worldwide. (Poria et al., 2006).
The study provides theoretical insights into sustainable tourism theory within the heritage tourism context. By emphasising the importance of preserving cultural authenticity while catering to tourists' needs, our findings align with the principles of sustainable tourism development. (See and Goh, 2019). The theoretical implications suggest that heritage sites can adopt sustainable tourism practices and contribute to socio-economic development and cultural preservation, thus promoting long-term sustainability in the tourism industry. (Bhuiyan and Darda, 2020).
The investigation sheds light on the role of interpretation in shaping tourists' perceptions of heritage sites. The study findings highlight the significance of effective interpretation strategies in enhancing visitors' understanding and appreciation of cultural heritage. Theoretical implications suggest that by employing innovative interpretation methods, such as multimedia exhibits and interactive storytelling, heritage sites can engage visitors on a deeper level, fostering meaningful connections with the cultural heritage they encounter (Rasoolimanesh et al., 2017).
The study contributes to destination management theory by examining the dynamics of heritage tourism from both demand and supply perspectives. The findings offer valuable insights for destination managers seeking to optimise the visitor experience at heritage sites by identifying key factors influencing tourists' perceptions and satisfaction levels. (Hargrove, 2022)Theoretical implications suggest that destinations can maximise their appeal to tourists while ensuring the sustainable preservation of cultural heritage assets by adopting a visitor-centric approach and implementing targeted management strategies (Hossain et al., 2020).
8. CONCLUSION
This investigation into tourists' perception of heritage sites in Bangladesh from both demand and supply perspectives offers a comprehensive understanding of the intricacies of heritage tourism. (Bhuiyan and Darda, 2020). This study has delved into the multifaceted aspects of tourists' expectations, experiences, and offerings provided by heritage sites, aiming to identify key insights and areas for improvement within the context of Bangladesh's rich cultural heritage.
One of the primary findings of this study is the significant role that tourists' perceptions play in shaping their overall experience at heritage sites on some determinants, including cultural authenticity, heritage site accessibility, interpretation and information services, as well as visitor facilities and infrastructure. Examining tourists' satisfaction levels has highlighted the importance of aligning supply with demand to ensure a fulfilling visitor experience. Understanding the factors that influence tourists' perceptions is essential for heritage site managers and policymakers to effectively cater to the needs and preferences of diverse visitor demographics (Hossain et al., 2020).
Moreover, the present investigation has underscored the need for strategic management and conservation efforts to safeguard Bangladesh's heritage assets while enhancing their appeal to tourists. Balancing the preservation of cultural authenticity with the development of visitor-friendly amenities and interpretation services is a crucial challenge heritage site managers face. (Rahaman, 2021). By adopting sustainable tourism practices and engaging with local communities, heritage sites can become catalysts for socio-economic development, contributing to the prosperity of surrounding regions while conserving cultural heritage for future generations. (Remoaldo et al., 2014)
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