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Abstract

:

The purpose of this study is to investigate the antecedents related to why tourists engage in ecotourism and the consequences of ecotourism behavior. This study examined the concept of self-construal as a social aspect of self that influences different levels of ecological beliefs, which, in turn, affect ecotourism behavior. To address the unsatisfactory predictive power of the belief/attitude-behavior model, this study included the willingness to pay (WTP) for ecotourism between the ecological belief and ecotourism behavior relationships. Finally, this study examined the impact of ecotourism on tourists’ satisfaction with life as a result of ecotourism behavior. A structural equation model was constructed to test the proposed model. We found significant impacts of self-construals in explaining ecological beliefs. Significant relationships were found between ecological belief and WTP for ecotourism services which influenced ecotourism behavior, and between ecological belief and ecotourism behavior which affected satisfaction with life. The moderating effect of gender was only found on the path between WTP and ecotourism behavior. The findings of this study offer some implications for industry and policymakers to develop effective ecotourism programs.
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1. Introduction


With the growth of tourism industry, severe environmental problems caused by tourism have received public attention [1]. Sustainability concerns in the tourism industry have led to the emergence of a new form of tourism, which is referred to as ecotourism; this form promotes the idea of sustainability and conservation of natural resources [2]. According to the International Ecotourism Society [3], ecotourism can be defined as “responsible travel to natural areas that conserves the environment, sustains the well-being of the local people and involves interpretation and education.” Kim and Park [4] found that the definitions on ecotourism commonly emphasize the following features of ecotourism: learning, recreation and adventure performed in the natural environment.



An increasing number of studies indicate the interest of a considerable number of tourists in ecotourism (e.g., [5,6]). Additionally, ecotourism has become a trend and one of the fastest growing tourism markets [7,8]. Although ecotourism literature has emphasized that ecotourists’ behavior plays a critical role in growing ecotourism [1], their ecotourism behavior has not been sufficiently studied in relation to consumers’ ecological beliefs and behaviors [9]. Lee and Jan [1] argued that although previous studies on ecotourism behavior used several theoretical behavioral frameworks, including value–belief–norm theory (VBN), the theory of reasoned action (TRA), theory of planned behavior (TPB), technology acceptance model (TAM) and social identity theory (SIT), the role of psychological and social factors influencing ecotourism behavior has not been sufficiently elucidated.



The self includes personality traits and social roles, among multiple aspects of the self; additionally, independent and interdependent selves are social aspects of self that may determine individuals’ self-concept or mental self-representations [10]. Independent and interdependent construals, an individual’s sense of self related to others, shape social relationships, values and behavioral patterns by constructing mental representations of self. The current study focuses on the effects of independent and interdependent self-construal as psychological and social aspects of self on environmental beliefs that, in turn, drive ecotourism behavior. Studies on the relationship between values and behavior have clarified the question of why people are concerned about environmental issues and engage in environmental behavior [11]. However, ecotourism literature insufficiently elucidates what drives tourists to engage in ecotourism behavior [12]. The current study considers the role of independent and interdependent self-construals as specific value orientations and sources of environmental values/beliefs to examine why people choose to engage in ecotourism.



Additionally, it is essential to examine the impact of ecotourism on tourists’ satisfaction with life in terms of the role of value/attitude-behavior congruence (environmental value and ecotourism behavior) in providing tourism experiences that would enhance the quality of tourist’s life, which, in turn, would provide them overall life satisfaction [13]. Ecotourism literature (e.g., [4,14]) has addressed customers’ satisfaction with ecotourism experiences; however, ecotourism literature has not sufficiently investigated customers’ satisfaction with life.



This study focuses on why individuals engage in ecotourism by exploring the relationship between ecological beliefs and ecotourism behavior. This study examined the concept of self-construal as a social aspect of self that influences different levels of environmental values, which, in turn, affect environmental behavior, ecotourism in this case. Many studies have considered the relationship between beliefs/values and behavior; however, few studies have used self-construals (independent and interdependent) as underlying constructs shaping environmental values. As the main purpose of this study is to evaluate the role of independent and interdependent self-construals in explaining why people have ecological beliefs that lead to ecotourism, this study conducted empirical research on the causal relationships among self-construal, ecological belief, ecotourism behavior and satisfaction with life (SWL). Socio-psychological theories refer to the value/attitude-behavior relationships in question; however, relationships between ecological belief and the willingness to pay (WTP) a premium have been supported [15]. To address the unsatisfactory predictive power of environmental value/attitude-behavior model [1] and considering that one of the most influential barriers to environmental actions is price, the current study included WTP for ecotourism between ecological beliefs and ecotourism behavior. Finally, this study examined the impact of ecotourism on SWL.




2. Materials and Methods


2.1. Theoretical Framework and Hypotheses


2.1.1. Self-Construal, Environmental Orientation and Environmental Belief


Several studies (e.g., [16,17,18]) suggest the importance of human values in explaining environmental behaviors. Schultz and Zelezny [11] suggested that several research traditions that focused on the relationship of values with environmental attitude and behavior include studies on post-materialist values, utilitarian values, ecocentric and anthropocentric environmental values, social value orientation, cultural values and Schwartz’s model of human values [19]. Particularly, Schwartz’s [19] model of norm-activation has been widely applied to tackle environmental issues [20]. Guagnano et al. [21] and Stern et al. [22] developed the VBN theory to explain the relationship of values with environmental attitudes and behavior [20,23,24], based on a synthesis of Schwartz’s norm-activation model, theory of personal values [25] and the new ecological paradigm (NEP) [26]. The current study also considers the VBN theory as a theoretical framework to elucidate the relationship between self-construal, ecological belief and environmental behavior, considering other mediating variables. A three factor-structure of environmental attitudes [20] in Stern et al.’s [22] VBN theory presents egoistic, social-altruistic and biospheric environmental concerns based on different sources of values including self, others and all living beings.



The above three sources of value in the VBN theory can be incorporated in the concept of self-construal [27]. Schultz [28,29] suggested that the degree to which individual’s cognitive representation of self includes specific objects, such as other people or living things, determines how much the individual values those objects. Arnocky et al. [27] (p. 255) argued that self-construal can be conceptualized in terms of the following three notions: “an inclusion of others in self, cultural influences and values.” These notions affect individuals’ environmental concerns and behavior. Hardin et al. [30] concisely explained the concept of self-construal as an individual’s sense of self related to others. The independent and interdependent self-construals have been identified as the two primary types determined by cross-cultural aspects, individualism and collectivism [31]. Originally, the two types of self-construals were formulated to explain cultural differences [31]; however, the two types can also exist within a cultural boundary [27]. In this sense, the concept of self-construal should not be limited to cross-cultural explanation but can also be used as a predictor of ecological beliefs and behavior within a culture. This study considers independent and interdependent self-construal as an antecedent affecting individuals’ ecological beliefs without focusing on the cross-cultural context. However, the results of this study can be used for drawing indirect cross-cultural comparisons with other similar studies.



Individuals with independent self-construal perceive themselves as unique and they value self-promotion, autonomy and distinctiveness [31,32]. The interdependent self-construal refers to perceiving the self as being tied to others and individuals with interdependent self-construal attempt to maintain close associations and group harmony. Additionally, people with interdependent self-construal value social relationships, statuses, roles, others’ assessments, group affiliation and freedom of expressions [33,34].



Significant research in social cognition, emotion and motivation within the field of psychology has indicated the value of the self-construal theory [27]. Particularly, social cognition research related to self-construal has shed light on the intricate relationship between self and behavior [32]. Previous studies have investigated various topics related to independent and interdependent self-construals and conducted various cross-cultural comparisons. The present study focuses on the relationships between the two types of self-construals and their effect on environmental behavior. This study aims to provide empirical evidence for a theoretical framework that establishes a link between the self and environmental behavior, particularly ecotourism.



It may be useful to clarify the core concepts of this study, considering Schultz et al.’s [20] definitions. Environmental concern refers to “the affect associated with environmental problems and environmental attitude refers to the collection of beliefs, affects and behavioral intentions a person holds about environmental activities or issues, environmental concern is one aspect of an environmental attitude” [20] (p. 458). Additionally, Schultz et al. [20] (p. 458) defined environmental worldview as “a person’s belief about humanity’s relationship with nature.” The new environmental paradigm scale [35] and its revised scale, the NEP scale [26], have been widely used as measures of ecological beliefs. The NEP scale measures the endorsement of an ecological worldview, which consists of fundamental environmental belief that influence a wide range of attitudes [16]. Dunlap et al. [26] suggested that the NEP scale can be regarded as a fundamental component of individuals’ belief system related to the environment, based on the scale’s role in tapping fundamental beliefs about the relationship between nature and human beings. In this sense, the current study adopted the NEP scale as a measure for fundamental belief about the interconnection between individuals and the environment. Considering the definitions of the core concepts as stated above, the current study organized the core concepts in the research model as follows: self-construal, which reflects value orientations and sources of environmental concerns and ecological beliefs (environmental worldview) shaped by these values and concerns that leads to environmental behavior (ecotourism behavior in this study).



Arnocky et al. [27] (p. 261) concluded that “self-construal was directly related to environmental concern, cooperation and behavior and self-construal predicts a person’s reason in caring for the environment.” This study supports the predictive value of self-construal in individuals’ environmental concerns. Self-construal may affect environmental behavior through ecological beliefs. Independent self-construal leads to egoistic environmental concerns (i.e., individuals with independent self-construal do not care about their behavioral influence on environmental degradation, while individuals with an interdependent self-construal generate ecological beliefs and environmental behavior [27]. Thus, the current study focuses on the role of self-construal as a value orientation variable in predicting ecotourism and proposes that ecological beliefs connect self-construal with ecotourism.



Hypothesis 1 (H1).

Independent self-construal will negatively influence ecological belief.





Hypothesis 2 (H2).

Interdependent self-construal will positively influence ecological beliefs.






2.1.2. WTP for Ecotourism, Ecotourism Behavior and SWL


Though the link between environmental values/attitude and high-cost behavior is not conclusive, barriers, including effort, convenience, money, or time, may abate the link between environmental values/attitude and high-cost behavior (e.g., [36,37,38]). Among high-cost behaviors, monetary forms or price is considered the most significant barrier in establishing the link between environmental values/attitude and environmental behavior [39]. Considering the value-behavior gap and high-cost behaviors, WTP for eco-friendly products or services might be considered one of the highest-cost behaviors. Thus, WTP for ecotourism should be included as an intermediate variable between environmental beliefs and environmental behavior (ecotourism behavior in this case) in the model linking value/belief with environmental behavior; this is because WTP for ecotourism can be a good indicator of the explanatory power of values/beliefs that influence ecotourism behavior. Moser [40] found WTP to be a powerful predictor of the environmental purchasing behavior. Hultman et al. [12] found that ecological beliefs positively influence environmental attitudes, which affect the WTP for ecotourism. Kazeminia et al. [41] also found that ecological beliefs positively influence WTP for ecotourism.



As tourism inevitably has a negative impact on the environment [42], researchers have paid significant attention to ecotourism, which has become an important topic in this field of tourism [43]. From Fennell’s [44] study on 85 definitions of ecotourism, the most frequent words that were used in these definitions include natural areas, conservation, culture, benefits to locals, education and sustainability. When analyzing Lindberg and McKercher’s [45] distinction between “hard” and “soft” ecotourism or Li and Lian’s’ [46] distinction between “strict eco-traveler” and “normal eco-traveler,” we find that the behavior of hard ecotourists, who use limited intermediary services, actively contributes toward the enhancement of conservation and sustainability, while soft ecotourists support gradual and balanced sustainability by using a range of services from an intermediary to provide comfort and convenient travels. Although soft ecotourists seek experiences from the natural environment at the cost of inconveniences and try to minimize environmental degradation caused by their tourism activities, they tend to passively participate in environmental conservation as they utilize intermediary tourism services and facilities [47]. The current study focused on soft ecotourists, who account for a majority of ecotourists [46] and how their values influence their choice of ecotourism. Ecological beliefs, attitudes and interests were studied as influential factors on ecotourism intention, WTP and ecotourism behavior (e.g., [48,49,50,51]). Studies [52,53] measuring ecotourists’ (not general tourists) ecotourism behavior examine future behavioral intentions including revisit and word-of-mouth intentions. Pouta and Rekola [54] regarded WTP as a behavioral intention in their TPB model; and Meleddu and Pulina [55] also conceptualized WTP as an intention. WTP may not be appropriate for a model including future behavioral intentions which designed to measure ecotourists’ future ecotourism behavior, due to the nature of WTP as an intention.



Subjective well-being researched in various disciplines is employed with a slightly different meaning and referred to as happiness, SWL, or quality of life [56]. SWL indicates an individual’s feelings or perceptions of what she/he achieves in life [57] and appraisal of satisfaction with her/his life as a whole [58]. Pavot and Diener [58] (p. 164) defined SWL, regarded as a cognitive element of subjective well-being as “a judgment process, in which individuals assess the quality of their lives on the basis of their own unique set of criteria.” Individuals in congruence of their ideas and behaviors tend to feel subjective-wellbeing based on the experience of life fulfillment [59]. Binder and Blankenberg [60] argued that as environmental behaviors and lifestyles lead individuals to fulfill meaning in their lives, environmental behavior may not be regarded as sacrifice but as benefit though they found that life satisfaction is achieved based on self-image of individuals’ self-assessment of their environmental behavior, not based on actual environmental behaviors. DeYoung [61] argued that intrinsic satisfaction which fortifies personal well-being is positively related to environmental behavior. Materialism and money tend to have a weak relationship with subjective well-being and altruistic behaviors lead happiness and subjective well-being [62]. Prosocial behaviors lead individuals’ subjective well-being by elevating individuals’ self-esteem and fulfilling meaning in their lives [63]. Likewise, environmentalism as values and meaning in individuals’ lives can be closely related to their life satisfaction. The positive relationships between environmental purchase or behaviors and life satisfaction have been evidenced [60]. For example, Jacob et al. [59] found from their 829 respondents who were the Buddhist Peace Fellowship followers that sustainable food practice influenced life satisfaction, while respondents’ recycling and sustainable household choices did not lead their life satisfaction. Xiao and Li [64] found that environmental purchase intentions and behaviors positively affected the satisfaction with life. Brown and Kasser [65] reported that individuals with subjective well-being practiced more ecologically responsible behavior. Tourism experiences improve tourists’ subjective well-being [66], positive feelings and happiness [56,67]. Personal values positively affect SWL and the achievement of desired personal values leads to subjective well-being [57]. As ecotourism behavior shaped by ecological beliefs and reinforced by WTP reflects the pursuit and achievement of personal values, it can affect ecotourists’ SWL.



Hypothesis 3 (H3).

Ecological belief is associated with WTP for ecotourism.





Hypothesis 4 (H4).

Ecological belief is associated with ecotourism behavior.





Hypothesis 5 (H5).

WTP for ecotourism is associated with ecotourism behavior.





Hypothesis 6 (H6).

Ecotourism behavior is associated with SWL.






2.1.3. Gender as a Moderating Variable


Considering the literature review from 1988 to 1998, Zelezny et al. [68] provided convincing evidence supporting the assumption that females show greater environmental attitude and behavior than males. Zelezny et al.’s [68] study also supported gender differences in environmental attitude and behavior across ages and countries. Gender differences in ecological beliefs were also presented (e.g., [68,69]). Zelezny et al. [68] verified gender differences in both environmental attitude and behavior by measuring ecological belief through the NEP scale. Additionally, Laroche et al. [70] empirically showed that females have higher WTP for environmentally-friendly products. Studies exploring gender differences in ecotourism behavior are very limited. Although Straughan and Roberts [71] argued that the results of gender differences in green consumers have been inconclusive, Han et al. [72] found that females tend to stay in green hotels, whilst Sidali et al. [73] found no gender differences in the decision to book a green hotel.



Due to the progress of psychological theory and methodology, the self has been increasingly recognized as a powerful director regulating intentional behavior and social relations [74]. Cross and Madson [74] reviewed empirical evidence for gender differences in self-construal based on their assumption that females are inclined to develop an interdependent self-construal, while males are inclined to develop an independent self-construal in the United States of America. Considering the literature review on the empirical evidence, Cross and Madson [74] found that self-construals explained many observed gender differences in cognitive processes, esteem-related motivation, expression of emotion and social interactions and relations. Their study suggested that individual differences in self-construal could explain individuals’ behavior based on gender differences. Considering that self-construals may be a source of gender differences, prevalent gender differences in environmentalism may be explained by self-construals.



Zelezny et al.’s [68] study found that females’ higher social responsibility than males is the reason behind gender differences in environmentalism, consistent with Eagly’s [75] theory. Studies support that females have a stronger sense of environmentalism when compared to males based on Eagly’s [75] emphasis on females’ disposition toward considering the effects of their behavior on others’ welfare based on social roles in socialization [71]. Females’ strong environmentalism can be explained by associating the thesis on gender differences in self-construal elaborated in Cross and Madson’s [74] model, which was developed from Eagly’s [75] study. Cross and Madson [74] (p. 8) argued that “many of the observed differences in women’s and men’s behavior may be explained by individual differences in self-construal,” and males have stereotypes of independent self-construals, while females show interdependent stereotypes. Brewer and Gardner [76] suggested three distinct aspects of self-construal related to the notion that all humans have the fundamental need for belongingness (in this case, males also seek to fulfill their need, belongingness); these aspects are personal aspect (similar to Cross and Madson’s independent self-construal), relational aspect (similar to Cross and Madson’s interdependent self-construal) and collective aspect (similar to SIT and self-categorization theory) [77]. Focusing on group memberships and affiliations [77], the collective aspect may more closely correspond to interdependent self-construal in the collective culture. Cross et al. [78] (p. 792) argued, “In collectivism-based interdependence, the individual’s position in the group or situation dictates behavior; therefore, knowing one’s place, behaving according to one’s role and putting the needs of the group before one’s own needs are central dictums that shape the self-construal.” Cross et al.’s [78] description of interdependence in collectivism (i.e., the collective aspect of self-construal) tends to delineate male stereotypes in Asian cultures when compared to the Western cultures. Furthermore, self-construal in gender differences can be found in a collective culture, such as Korea. Recent studies (e.g., [77,78,79,80,81] have tended to use relational interdependence for females. In this sense, it should be clarified that the present study focuses on independent and relational interdependent self-construal based on gender differences in the collective culture of Korea. Accordingly, the current study explores how different self-construals related to gender differences affect ecological beliefs and ecotourism behavior.



One of the purposes of this study in investigating the gender effect is mainly to examine the impact of self-construal and gender differences. In other words, if self-construal is influential but gender effects are not considered, then one should focus more on internalized self-construal through gender differences than gender differences, per se. On the other hand, when both self-construals and gender effects are considered, gender differences may have additional characteristics to track. Thus, this study established gender as a moderating variable, which affects the paths between self-construals and NEP, NEP and WTP, NEP and ecotourism behavior, WTP and ecotourism behavior and ecotourism behavior and SWL.



Hypothesis 7 (H7).

Gender has moderating effects on the paths between self-construals and NEP, NEP and WTP, NEP and ecotourism behavior, WTP and ecotourism behavior and ecotourism behavior and SWL.







2.2. Methodology


2.2.1. Data Collection and Sample


As this study focuses on “soft” ecotourists, our respondents were people with at least one ecotourism experience. We employed a judgmental sampling procedure, a type of convenience sampling, to obtain purposeful samples [82] from the respondents who have had ecotourism experiences. Accordingly, we contacted Korea Ecotourism Association, Ecotourism Travel Society, Environmental Cooperative Societies and Environmental Non-profit Organizations to find respondents with ecotourism experiences and a questionnaire link was posted on their homepage. We asked people who have at least one ecotourism experience to answer the questionnaire. On the first page of the online questionnaire, a brief description of ecotourism is provided. For those who completed the survey (those who provided cell phone numbers), approximately $1 gifticon (mobile gift voucher, 1000 won value for Korean money) was offered as an incentive.



We used 555 questionnaire responses for analysis, after excluding 10 incomplete responses. Males comprised 49.5% of the respondents and 33.5% of the participants were between 40 and 49 years, followed by 30~49 years (23.1%), 50~59 years (21.8%) and 20~29 years (18.4%), respectively. Approximately, 65% of the respondents had college degree or higher qualifications; additionally, their occupations included office workers (37.6%), self-employed (16.6%) and professionals (15.4%).




2.2.2. Measures


This study includes six constructs. Each construct was measured with multiple items, all of which had been adopted or adapted from previous studies. In order to measure the determinants of the consumer’s ecotourism behavior and SWL, self-construal, ecological belief and the willingness to pay a premium for ecotourism services were constructed. The framework for empirical analysis is shown in Figure 1.



Self-construal means the basis of self-justification and the degree to which one is defined independently of others or interdependently with others [34]. The scale to measure independent and interdependent self-construal was adopted from [34]. NEP denotes the fundamental belief about the interconnection between people and the environment and the scale was adopted from [26]. The willingness to pay a premium for ecotourism services is the extent to which individuals express a willingness to pay more for eco-friendly ecotourism services, the items used to measure WTP are based on [70]. Ecotourism behavior refers to the extent to which individuals try to choose ecotourism services in their trips and the scale was adapted based on [71]. SWL indicates the degree of satisfaction with life as a whole and the scale was adopted from [58].



A seven-point Likert scale consisting of “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (7) was used to measure the items. Table 1 lists the survey items used to measure the constructs and their operational definitions. Gender was included for the moderating variable and respondent was coded as 1 if male and 2 if not.






3. Results


3.1. Measurement Model


To test the adequacy of the measurement model, confirmatory factor analysis using SPSS AMOS 21.0 was conducted. The goodness of fit test showed that the measurement fit the data adequately (χ2/df = 2.892; GFI = 0.909; AGFI = 0.885; NFI = 0.923; CFI = 0.948; TLI = 0.940; RMSEA = 0.059). The overall fit for the measurement model met the conventional cutoff criteria [83]. The reliability and validity of the measurement model was examined. First, we used Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability (CR) to assess the reliability of each construct. Table 2 reports the Cronbach’s alphas for the constructs, ranging from 0.701 and 0.926 and the CR coefficients were above 0.70, ranging from 0.748 to 0.927. Second, the average variance extracted (AVE) values for all the constructs were larger than 0.50 for all the constructs, ranging from 0.501 to 0.809. Overall, the constructs employed in this study were found to have acceptable reliability.



Next, validity tests were conducted. Factor loadings of all items were significant and values were larger than recommended 0.50 threshold, ranging from 0.597 to 0.928 [83]. This indicated adequate convergent validity (see Table 2). Moreover, all the square roots of the AVE for each construct were larger than the correlations between the construct and the rest of other constructs (see Table 3), confirming discriminant validity [84]. Therefore, the constructs for our measurement model had adequate validity as well as reliability.



There is concern for common method bias because self-reported data from a single source were used for this study. Thus, Harman’s single-factor test [85] was performed to test the possible effect of a common method bias. Factor analysis indicated that the biggest covariance explained by single factor was 40.40%, which was less than the 50% recommended threshold. In other words, the common method bias proved to be not a big problem in this study [86].



Last, we conducted a multi-collinearity test. We can use variation inflation factor (VIF) to examine whether there is an overlap between two variables. VIF analysis showed that the VIF values were between 1.188 (the minimum) and 1.968 (the maximum), which are below the recommended threshold of 10. This suggests that our data is free from multi-collinearity issue.




3.2. Structural Paths and Hypotheses Tests


We employed the structural equation model to test our proposed framework shown in Figure 1 using SPSS AMOS 21.0 and the results are presented in Table 4. All the indices indicated adequate model fit (χ2/df = 2.629; GFI = 0.919; AGFI = 0.896; NFI = 0.931; CFI = 0.956; TLI = 0.948; RMSEA = 0.054) when judged based on the recommended criteria in the previous studies [87].



Table 4 displays the standardized path coefficient and path significance for each path. Independent self-construal (β = 0.148; t = 2.581) had a positive and significant effect on the NEP. We hypothesized that independent self-construal is negatively related with NEP and hence H1 was not supported. Meanwhile, interdependent self-construal (β = 0.401; t = 6.704) was positively associated with the NEP. Consequently, H2 was supported. The results also revealed that NEP had a significant positive effect on the WTP (willingness to pay a premium for ecotourism behavior) (β = 0.369; t = 7.676) and ecotourism behavior (β = 0.099; t = 2.822). Therefore, H3 and H4 were supported. In addition, WTP was significantly associated with ecotourism behavior (β = 0.630; t = 13.34) and ecotourism behavior significantly affected SWL (β = 0.641; t = 8677). Therefore, H5 and H6 were supported.



We tested for mediation effects of NEP in the relationship between independent self-construal and ecotourism behavior. The bootstrapping test of Preacher and Hayes [88,89] was used to analyze the mediating effect. The amount of mediation can be explained by the reduction of the effect of the independent variable on the result or the difference between total effect and indirect effect.



First, we estimated a model by constraining the direct effect of independent self-construal on ecotourism behavior. Further, we examined whether an indirect effect by including the mediator decreases the impact of the direct effect. The results showed that NEP partially mediates the relationship between independent self-construal and ecotourism behavior, considering the effect of independent self-construal on ecotourism behavior (β = 0.139, p < 0.05) and the significance of the indirect effect (p = 0.04). In addition, we estimated the mediation effect of NEP in the relationship between interdependent self-construal and ecotourism behavior. The results also revealed that NEP partially mediates the relationship between interdependent self-construal and ecotourism behavior, considering the effect of interdependent self-construal on ecotourism behavior (β = 0.079, p < 0.05) and the significance of indirect effect (p = 0.009).




3.3. Moderating Effects of Gender


Consistent with previous studies, our t-test results showed that there are significant differences between male and female in INSC and INTC level. Specifically, male (m = 5.07) had higher level of INSC compared to female (m = 4.84). Meanwhile, the mean score of ITSC was significantly higher for female (m = 5.46) compared to male (m = 5.24). However, the main focus of our study was how different self-construals related to gender differences affect ecological beliefs and ecotourism behavior. General gender differences related to ecotourism have been well-documented in previous studies but the moderating effects of gender differences and the relationships between self-construals and genders in our study can provide new insight.



Multiple group analysis was conducted to estimate the moderating effects of gender in the relationship between self-construal, NEP, willingness to pay a premium for ecotourism, ecotourism behavior and SWL. Among the 555 respondents considered in the analysis, 275 men and 280 women were grouped. The significant differences between the two groups were examined by comparing the χ² statistics of the two groups' equality of the constrained and unconstrained models. The presence of significant differences between men and women would imply the existence of the moderating effects of gender on the relationships between self-construal, NEP, WTP, ETB and SWL.



The path coefficient showing the causal relationship between the independent self-construal and NEP was set to free (free model) and the χ² variation with the constraint model that the path coefficient values between the two constructs were the same was examined. The moderating effect of gender existed in the relationship between WTP and ecotourism behavior (the variation of χ² = 8.115 > χ²0.05(1) = 3.84, df = 1). When separating the moderating effect between men and women, the coefficient of WTP for male was 0.934 in comparison to 0.617 for female, indicating that the influence of WTP on ecotourism behavior was stronger in the male group. However, the moderating effect of gender was not significant on the paths between self-construal and NEP, NEP and WTP, NEP and ecotourism behavior and ecotourism behavior and SWL. Therefore, H 7 was partially supported. Table 5 shows the moderating effects of gender on the hypothesized paths and Table 6 lists the coefficients of male and female in the paths.





4. Discussion and Conclusions


Interest in sustainability has increased in the tourism industry. It is becoming increasingly important to identify the factors that influence ecotourism behavior. This research is an exploration of tourists’ ecotourism behavior from the perspective of ecological beliefs and action congruence. More specifically, our research examined the role of self-construal as a predictor of ecological value that influences ecotourism behavior. The purpose of this study is to investigate the antecedents related to why tourists engage in ecotourism and the consequences of ecotourism behavior. Our findings empirically support the proposed model. Several key findings can be derived from this study.



First, the results revealed the role of self-construal as a value orientation variable in predicting ecotourism behavior. Both independent and interdependent self-construal positively influenced ecological beliefs. Our finding that independent self-construal has a positive effect on ecological belief (NEP) is contrary to the hypothesis but this result is in line with the finding of Kareklas et al. [90] that egoistic and environmentally altruistic orientation simultaneously affect consumer’s organic attitude and behavior. Although, contrary to our hypothesis, independent self-construal has positive effects on NEP, the results present that interdependent self-construal (β = 0.401) has a stronger effect than independent self-construal (β = 0.148). As environmental awareness and recognition of the negative effects of environmental pollution on health and personal well-being have been increasing, individuals with independent self-construal tend to have increased NEP. On the other hand, Chuang et al. [91] found that individuals with independent self-construal tended to choose self-interest options instead of pro-environmental choices compared with individuals with interdependent self-construal, when they faced a situation of conflicting choices between self-interest and pro-environmental options. The positive effect of independent self-construal seems inconclusive, while that of interdependent self-construal on ecological belief is evident. Accordingly, motivations and degrees of independent self-construal’s influence on NEP need to be studied further.



Second, this study finds congruence between values/beliefs and environmental behavior. The stronger the ecological belief (NEP), the higher is the tendency to pay a premium for ecotourism services, which is consistent with the finding of Hultman et al. and Kazeminia et al. [12,41]. In addition, ecological belief is positively related to ecotourism behavior, which, in turn, affects consumers’ SWL. The positive influence of ecotourism behavior on SWL needs to be carefully interpreted in light of the sample, who are actual ecotourists, used in this study. Ecotourists could realize their idea and value through ecotourism activities and may find the meaning of life through it.



Third, this study includes gender as a moderating variable to compare the relative impacts of self-construal and gender. The results reveal that self-construal has significant impacts on ecological belief (NEP), while gender does not have significant impacts. This implies that the difference in ecological belief (NEP) is mainly due to the difference in the tendencies of individuals; it is not derived from gender difference but from self-construal.



The findings of this study point to several implications for academics. First, this study focuses on the effects of self-construal, in the form of psychological and social aspects of self, on different levels of ecological values and environmental behavior. This study has proven that self-construal is a significant predictor of ecological values and its effect is far more influential than the influence of gender, which was previously considered important in explaining environmental attitude and behavior (e.g., [68,70]). Therefore, this study is meaningful to examine the influence of self-interpretation as a leading variable affecting tourists’ ecological beliefs and behaviors. In this study, gender was found to be significant only in the relationship between WTP and ecotourism behavior. The impact of WTP on ecotourism behavior was stronger in males, indicating that males had a higher degree of correspondence between intention and behavior related to the ecotourism. It is difficult to explain why gender differences exist only in the path between WTP and ecotourism behavior due to paucity of previous studies. Further studies using psychosocial variables that can explain gender differences in the relationship between beliefs and behavior need to be conducted.



Second, this research includes WTP to address the unsatisfactory predictive power of ecological beliefs in explaining ecotourism behavior in previous studies. Although WTP effectively explains ecotourism behavior, as it links the value-behavior gap in high-cost ecotourism behavior, existing studies have a limitation in that WTP is regarded as the final dependent variable without linking WTP to ecotourism behavior. Most previous [12,41] studies which include WTP do not include ecotourism behavior in their research models. This study measured ecotourism behavior rather than future behavioral intentions, our model including WTP may be appropriate for investigate actual ecotourists, while studies measuring ecotourism behavior with future behavioral intentions have limitation to include WTP as an intention. This study is expected to contribute to the ecotourism literature by enhancing the understanding of the effect of WTP on actual ecotourism behavior and SWL.



Third, this study reveals that ecotourism behavior based on ecological belief (NEP) and WTP increases life satisfaction. In other words, this study revealed that the role of attitude-behavior congruence in providing overall life satisfaction to individuals by finding ecotourism behavior can be regarded as experiences that can enhance their quality of life. While previous studies have focused on the antecedents of ecotourism behavior and were not concerned about the consequences of ecotourism behavior, this study extends previous studies and contributes to literature by showing how belief-based behaviors enhance tourists’ satisfaction with life.



Meanwhile, the managerial implications for practitioners can also be drawn from the results of this study. First, the fact that independent self-construal orientation has a positive relationship with the NEP demonstrates that ecotourism-related beliefs and values need to consider egoistic aspects as well as altruistic aspects. These results are in accordance with the findings that independent self-construal individuals are more interested in personal well-being and therefore tend to buy more organic food [90]. Therefore, marketers in the tourism industry need to feature both altruistic (e.g., environmental benefits) and egoistic (e.g., personal benefits) claims when they design ecotourism advertising or marketing campaigns.



Second, this research can also provide industry and policymakers insights into the type of marketing strategies that can be useful in educating and informing the tourists while they select ecotourism services. Our study finds that ecotourism behavior is an influential predictor of SWL. Therefore, it is necessary to ensure that ecotourism behavior influences the satisfaction with life even after tourists’ eco tour ends in the creation of advertising claims or appeals. Policymakers can also benefit from this finding when designing eco-related policies or social marketing programs; these programs can be designed to persuade individuals about the long-term influence of sustainable environmental action on the happiness of their lives.



Despite several contributions, our work has some limitations, which offer future research opportunities. First, though this research contributes to the literature by identifying factors affecting ecotourism behavior, the predictors used in our model may not be exhaustive. Future research needs to examine other psychological and social factors that may influence ecotourism behavior in order to gain deeper insights into ecotourism behavior. Second, this study finds that ecotourism behavior positively affects SWL but it is not clear how and in what aspects SWL is affected by ecotourism behavior. In future studies, it is necessary to investigate how ecotourism behavior affects life satisfaction in a specific manner. Finally, the measurement scales of ecotourism behavior in this study can be a limitation. Measurement scales for ecotourism behavior have not been developed yet and previous studies use future behavioral intentions [84,85]. The current study uses modified version of the scale of environmental behavior, though the reduction or modification of the scales is a common practice. Thus, developing ecotourism behavior measurement scales may contribute to this area of research.



Finally, future studies could replicate this research by using samples of Western countries. As self-construal can also be influenced by culture, it would be interesting to examine cross-cultural comparisons between individualism and collectivism cultures.
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Figure 1. Conceptual model. 
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Table 1. Measures of the research model.
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	Measure
	Definition
	Measure Items
	Sources





	Independent self-construal
	The extent to which the self is seen as a unique individual, fundamentally separate from others.
	
	-

	
My personal identity, independent of others, is very important to me.




	-

	
Being able to take care of myself is a primary concern for me.




	-

	
I enjoy being unique and different from others in many respects.






	[34]



	Interdependent self-construal
	The extent to which the self is seen as fundamentally embedded in the larger social world.
	
	-

	
My happiness depends on the happiness of those around me.




	-

	
It is important for me to maintain harmony within my group.




	-

	
I often have the feeling that my relationships with others are more important than my own accomplishments.






	[34]



	New ecological paradigm
	Fundamental belief about the interconnection between people and the environment.
	
	-

	
Despite our special abilities, humans are still subject to the laws of nature.




	-

	
When humans interfere with nature, it often produces disastrous consequences.




	-

	
Humans are severely abusing the environment.




	-

	
Plants and animals have as much right as humans to exist.




	-

	
If things continue on their present course, we will soon experience a major ecological catastrophe.






	[26]



	Willingness to pay a premium
	The degree to which people are willing to pay a premium for ecotourism services.
	
	-

	
I am willing to pay a higher price for ecotourism services.




	-

	
It is acceptable to pay 10% more for eco-friendly travel services.




	-

	
I would be willing to spend extra money for an eco-friendly trip.




	-

	
I will encourage people around me to conduct eco-friendly travel.






	[70]



	Ecotourism behavior
	The extent to which people are trying to choose ecotourism services in their trip.
	
	-

	
I try to buy ecotourism services.




	-

	
Whenever possible, I buy ecotourism services.




	-

	
I make every effort to buy ecotourism services.






	[71]



	Satisfaction with life
	The degree of satisfaction with life as a whole.
	
	-

	
In most ways, my life is close to my ideals.




	-

	
The conditions of my life are excellent.




	-

	
I am satisfied with my life.




	-

	
Until now, I have achieved the important things that I wanted in life.




	-

	
If I could live my life over, I would change almost nothing.






	[58]
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Table 2. Statistics of construct items.
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	Factor Loadings
	Cronbach’s α
	Composite Reliability (CR)
	Average Variance Extracted (AVE)





	Independent self-construal
	
	0.701
	0.748
	0.501



	INSC1
	0.729
	
	
	



	INSC2
	0.784
	
	
	



	INSC3
	0.597
	
	
	



	Interdependent self-construal
	
	0.760
	0.773
	0.537



	ITSC1
	0.806
	
	
	



	ITSC2
	0.786
	
	
	



	ITSC3
	0.586
	
	
	



	New ecological paradigm
	
	0.909
	0.911
	0.672



	NEP1
	0.798
	
	
	



	NEP2
	0.881
	
	
	



	NEP3
	0.842
	
	
	



	NEP4
	0.818
	
	
	



	NEP5
	0.755
	
	
	



	Willingness to pay premium for ecotourism
	
	0.903
	0.907
	0.712



	WTP1
	0.810
	
	
	



	WTP2
	0.912
	
	
	



	WTP3
	0.928
	
	
	



	WTP4
	0.705
	
	
	



	Ecotourism behavior
	
	0.926
	0.927
	0.809



	ETB1
	0.896
	
	
	



	ETB2
	0.928
	
	
	



	ETB3
	0.874
	
	
	



	Satisfaction with life
	
	0.883
	0.892
	0.625



	SWL1
	0.803
	
	
	



	SWL2
	0.859
	
	
	



	SWL3
	0.847
	
	
	



	SWL4
	0.746
	
	
	



	SWL5
	0.683
	
	
	







χ2 = 627.607 (p = 0.000, df = 217), GFI = 0.909; AGFI = 0.885; NFI = 0.923; TLI = 0.940; CFI = 0.948; RMSEA = 0.059.
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Table 3. Correlations between the constructs.






Table 3. Correlations between the constructs.

















	
	
	Mean
	S.D.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6





	1
	INSC
	4.95
	0.95
	0.708 *
	
	
	
	
	



	2
	ITSC
	5.35
	0.89
	0.400
	0.733 *
	
	
	
	



	3
	NEP
	5.92
	0.96
	0.263
	0.393
	0.820 *
	
	
	



	4
	WTP
	4.85
	1.08
	0.236
	0.341
	0.409
	0.844 *
	
	



	5
	ETB
	4.47
	1.20
	0.191
	0.250
	0.320
	0.655
	0.899 *
	



	6
	SWL
	4.54
	1.10
	0.392
	0.274
	0.125
	0.278
	0.395
	0.791 *







INSC-Independent self-construal; ITSC-Interdependent self-construal; NEP-New ecological paradigm; WTP-Willingness to pay a premium for ecotourism; ETB-Ecotourism behavior; SWL-Satisfaction with life. * The numbers in the diagonal row are square roots of the average variance extracted.
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Table 4. Results of the hypotheses testing.






Table 4. Results of the hypotheses testing.





	H
	Path
	β
	S.E.
	C.R.
	Result





	H1
	INSC → NEP
	0.148 **
	0.049
	2.581
	Rejected



	H2
	ITSC → NEP
	0.401 **
	0.063
	6.704
	Accepted



	H3
	NEP → WTP
	0.369 **
	0.052
	7.676
	Accepted



	H4
	NEP → ETB
	0.099 *
	0.047
	2.822
	Accepted



	H5
	WTP → ETB
	0.630 **
	0.059
	13.340
	Accepted



	H6
	ETB → SWL
	0.641 **
	0.067
	8.677
	Accepted







χ2 = 565.130 (p = 0.000, df = 215), GFI = 0.919; AGFI = 0.896; NFI = 0.931, TLI = 0.948, CFI = 0.956; RMSEA = 0.054. ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05.
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Table 5. Moderating effects of gender.






Table 5. Moderating effects of gender.














	Model
	χ²
	df
	CFI
	RMSEA
	Δχ²
	p-Value





	Free model
	807.115
	430
	0.953
	0.040
	
	0.000



	Constrained model 1

(INSC → NEP)
	807.434
	431
	0.953
	0.040
	0.319
	0.000



	Constrained model 2

(ITSC → NEP)
	807.853
	431
	0.953
	0.040
	0.738
	0.000



	Constrained model 3

(NEP → WTP)
	808.965
	431
	0.953
	0.040
	1.85
	0.000



	Constrained model 4

(NEP → ETB)
	807.579
	431
	0.953
	0.040
	0.464
	0.000



	Constrained model 5

(WTP → ETB)
	815.23
	431
	0.953
	0.040
	8.115
	0.000



	Constrained model 6

(ETB → SWL)
	810.279
	431
	0.953
	0.040
	3.164
	0.000
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Table 6. Coefficients between male and female in the paths.






Table 6. Coefficients between male and female in the paths.





	
Path

	
Male

	
Female




	
Unstandardized

Coefficient

	
Standardized Coefficient

	
t-value

	
Unstandardized

Coefficient

	
Standardized Coefficient

	
t-Value






	
INSC → NEP

	
0.169

	
0.213

	
2.462

	
0.113

	
0.120

	
1.545




	
ITSC → NEP

	
0.335

	
0.375

	
4.323

	
0.451

	
0.344

	
3.978




	
NEP → WTP

	
0.326

	
0.341

	
4.935

	
0.469

	
0.380

	
5.775




	
NEP → ETB

	
0.191

	
0.131

	
2.942

	
0.127

	
0.100

	
1.882




	
WTP → ETB

	
0.964

	
0.934

	
9.345

	
0.631

	
0.617

	
9.342




	
ETB → SWL

	
0.698

	
0.780

	
7.535

	
0.454

	
0.487

	
4.678












© 2018 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).
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