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Abstract: Place emotion is an important factor in studying the behavioral intention of tourists. Based on
the planning behavior theory and goal-oriented behavior model, this article combines the actual situation
of rural tourist, expands the behavioral theory, and constructs the tourist behavior of place emotion.
This paper takes the World Cultural Heritage Sites Xidi and Hongcun as research cases and uses
Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) research methods. The results indicate that the constructed behavior
intention of tourists traveling in rural areas gives a good explanation and goodness of fit. The influence
of place emotion on behavioral intention is stronger than attitude, subjective norm, and perceptual
behavior control. Through multiple mediation analysis, attitudes have partial mediating effects on
place emotions, perceptual behavior control, and subjective norms, and the place emotion has the most
significant among the indirect effects, followed by subjective norms and perceptual behavior control.
The results provide reliable advice for the sustainable development of rural tourism.
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1. Introduction

Since the end of the 20th century, rural tourism has developed rapidly in China and has gradually
become a popular tourist product type. In the process of promoting rural revitalization, the state
promulgated the Number 1 Document of “Central Committee of the Communist Party of China on
the Implementation of Rural Revitalization”, which objectively promoted the development of rural
tourism. The development of rural tourism as one of the important ways to promote the development
and revitalization of rural areas has reached the consensus of scholars [1–6].

Rural tourism has always been a focus of scholars at home and abroad. The research content
mainly focuses on tourism preferences, behavioral characteristics, consumption characteristics,
travel factors, satisfaction, and loyalty of rural tourists [7,8]. After reading these researches, we found
that rural tourists present a certain spatial regularity and also attract groups of urban residents, which
include elderly couples and families with children. Among the tourist group, the behavioral intention
characteristics and influencing factors of rural tourists attract scholars’ attention.

For China, rural development is one of the key issues to ensure the overall social operation;
the strategic significance of rural development is significant and needs to be studied. However,
the relevant researches of foreign developed countries cannot be rigidly used under the special
national conditions of China; it is urgent to study the localization of China’s national conditions.
Research on rural development has always been the focus of academic research; scholars have explored
this topic from different theoretical perspectives and disciplines. There are also interdisciplinary

Sustainability 2019, 11, 1384; doi:10.3390/su11051384 www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability

http://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
http://www.mdpi.com
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/su11051384
http://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/11/5/1384?type=check_update&version=2


Sustainability 2019, 11, 1384 2 of 15

studies combining geography and sociology. From the perspective of the research results of the
tourism industry, the research on rural tourism has promoted the development of rural areas. In recent
years, China has developed rural tourism as an important way of promoting rural revitalization.
The rural tourist, as a core element to promote the development of rural tourism, has been receiving
continuous attention from scholars. However, in general, the current domestic research on rural
tourists is still relatively lack of scientific division framework, and systematic theoretical deepening.
However, rural tourists are the core elements of rural tourism development. Chinese scholars have
relatively little theoretical discussion on the tourism behavior of rural tourists. Based on these reasons,
this paper attempts to construct the theoretical framework of rural tourists’ behavior and provides the
development reference for rural tourism in China [9,10].

In the study of tourist behavioral intentions, both domestic and foreign, the Theory of Planned
Behavior (TPB) is a relatively mature theoretical framework. In recent years, some scholars have
applied the goal-oriented behavior model (MGB) to research into the behavioral intentions of tourists.
These two theoretical frameworks have their own advantages in analyzing the behavioral intentions of
different types of tourists [11–13]. Some authors have questioned the application of the TPB [11,14,15].
In fact, Ajzen, the founder of the TPB, points out that the theory is a broad range and instructional
framework. When scholars use the TPB to study different behaviors, it is necessary to add some new
variables to the original model and therefore enhance the theoretical explanation [16].

Place emotion is an important factor for studying tourists, and a model has been constructed from
the perspective of place emotional factors [17]. By studying the current research literature, defining
the basic theories, and confirming the construction variables and the model framework, this paper
proposes a model which links choice of tourism destination with place emotion. The development of
rural tourism is one of the significant approaches to revitalize the countryside. As an essential part
of rural tourism, rural tourists have always appealed to researchers. This paper takes the villages of
Xidi and Hongcun, Anhui Province, China, as case studies, which are both World Cultural Heritage
Sites, and reconstructs rural tourists’ behavior using an intention model. The reconstruction model can
provide some reference for the recreational behavior of rural tourists.

2. Theoretical Discussion and Model Construction

2.1. Expansion of Place Emotional Factors

From the perspective of social psychology, place is not a purely spatial concept, but is also a
social construction that is endued with special meanings and values by individuals and groups [18].
For tourist attractions, when tourists attach a specific value in people-place interaction and form
positive emotional bond with a scenic spot, this will generate an emotional attachment between
individuals and the scenic spot (called ‘place attachment’) [18,19]. Place emotion is an important
concept in the field of environmental psychology, and represents the emotional bond and psychological
identity between individuals and specific environments, which reflects the people-place attachment
relationship caused by people’s emotional input at the place [20]. As there is no obvious difference
between place attachment and place emotions, place attachment has often been used to refer to place
emotion in previous studies [18,21].

The attitudes and behaviors of individuals or groups are easily influenced by the emotions,
memories, and values that are attached to a place [22]. In current studies, some researchers add the
variable of emotion and emotional attachment relationship to the TPB model, which will reconstruct
and expand the theory, and can also effectively enhance the interpretation of the relevant behavioral
decision-making process [13,18]. Especially in the behavior situation of leisure travel and safe behavior,
emotional factors play an important role. The emotional attachment relationship not only expands
the theoretical model of TPB, but also enhances the validity of the model’s interpretation and the
prediction of individual behavior [23].
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Tourism consumption shows obvious symbolic consumption characteristics. Tourists express
self-image, self-worth, and social identity through tourism activities [24], while tourists’ place emotions
play an extremely vital role in those activities [18,25]. Previous studies have found that the emotional
connection between tourists and the destinations they travel to has an influence on the payment
attitudes and resource protection attitudes of tourists, and thus produces behavioral intentions [13].
Additionally, the psychological identity and emotional relationship between a tourist and a destination
(scenic area) has a significant positive effect on the tourist’s intention (such as willingness to revisit,
willingness to recommend, and willingness to pay) [26].

H1. The influence of place emotion.

H1a. Place emotion has a significant effect on rural tourist attitudes.

H1b. Place emotion has a significant effect on rural tourist behavioral intentions.

2.2. Behavioral Reconstruction Model

Ajzen, the founder of the TPB, points out that the cognition of social norms and the motivation
to be consistent with others’ opinions have a significant effect on individuals’ behavioral intentions.
Additionally, Azjen acknowledges the “social rationality” in the individual that plays an important role
in the behavioral decision-making process. On the basis of Ajzen’s theory, many researchers believe that
personal subjective norms and attitudes are not independent predictors. However, others’ opinions and
sharing criteria in social relationships can influence the overall attitude of individuals in implementing
specific behaviors, and can therefore indirectly drive individual implementing specific behavior
intention [13,16,27–29].

Han used the TPB to study tourists’ willingness to choose green hotels and compared the
explanatory power of the TPB with the Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA). He found that in the model
of the TPB, attitude, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control all have a significant positive
effect on tourists’ intention to choose green hotel, and that the subjective norm is an intermediary
that indirectly influences behavioral intention through the intermediary role of attitude [27]. Similar
to this research, scholars can obtain subjective norms and behavior control cognitions through the
attitude reinvention of the TPB model. Positive attitudes are not the only factor that directly affects the
behavioral intentions of consumers, but subjective norms, perceptual behavior control, and consumer
value all play an intermediary role; subjective norms and perceptual behavior control are stronger,
and consumers are more likely to form a positive attitude towards tourism and then form a positive
behavioral intention [28].

H2. Effect of subjective normative dimensions.

H2a. Subjective norms have a significant effect on attitudes.

H2b. Subjective norms have a significant effect on rural tourism behavioral intentions.

H3. Effect of the perceived behavioral control dimension.

H3a. Perceived behavior control cognition has a significant effect on attitude.

H3b. Perceived behavioral control cognition has a significant effect on rural tourism behavioral intentions.

H4. Attitude has a significant effect on rural tourism behavioral intentions.

2.3. Behavioral Attitude as a Mediating Role

Ajzen and Fishbein, who pioneered the TPB model, have stated that the individual’s acceptance of
social norms and the herd motivations consistent with others’ opinions have a significant influence on
individual behavioral intentions [16]. They have also stated that “social rationality” plays an important
role in the substantive decision-making process of individuals.
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In reviews of previous research, some studies have proved this concept [13,15,28,29]. In their
research into the behavior of tourists who choose tourism destination-specific diets, Ryu and Jang
improved the rational behavior theory found that subjective norms and attitudes are not independent
predictors of driving behaviors; rather, they are interrelated. Additionally, they discovered that an
individual’s behavioral attitudes improved with the subjective norms and that the explanatory ability
of the TRA model for behavioral intention significantly improved [28]. Furthermore, through the
reformation of the TPB model, subjective norms and behavioral control cognitions had an indirect
effect on behavioral intentions by attitudes [27].

When studying the relationship between attitude and behavioral intention, scholars have realized
that previous research was not able to reveal the causal relationship between them [30]. Initially,
scholars applied rational behavior theory to emphasize the direct influence of attitude on behavioral
intentions; however, more and more empirical studies have found that the explanatory ability of
attitudes for behavioral intentions do not reach the ideal state as they expected. In other words,
attitudes as an intermediary variable are only theoretically used to explain the influence of subjective
norms and behavioral control cognition on the intentions of tourists. However, there is still a certain
gap between empirical analysis and satisfactory results [31–35]. New variables are introduced for
different research scenarios to bridge this gap. It should also be considered to add new variables to the
model to improve its predictive ability [13,16,18].

Therefore, we put forward the following additional hypotheses:

H5. Attitude has a significant influence on the desires and behavioral intentions of rural tourists, and has a
mediating influence on subjective norms, behavioral control cognition, and space emotions of rural tourism
behavioral intentions.

H5a. Attitude has a mediating influence on the behavioral control cognition of rural tourism behavioral
intentions.

H5b. Attitude has a mediating influence on subjective norms of rural tourism behavioral intentions.

H5c. Attitude has a mediating influence on the space emotions of rural tourism behavioral intentions.

Based on the above theoretical speculation and literature research, this article incorporates space
emotions and expands the rational elements contained with attitude in the TPB and MGB models.
The model can be reconstructed and revised from the “individual rationality” to the “collective
rationality” and “social rationality”. A conceptual model of the influence on rural tourists’ behavioral
intentions is shown in Figure 1.
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3. Data and Sample Analysis

3.1. Questionnaire Design

The questionnaire includes basic information of tourists, demographic characteristics,
and questionnaire scale. The content of the questionnaire scale consists of the individual’s attitude
towards rural tourism, tourism motivation, space emotion, subjective norms, perceptual behavior
control, and behavioral intention. This paper only extracted options related to rural tourism behavior,
and combined domestic and foreign research on rural tourism behavior. A Likert’s seven-point scale
was used, which consists of a value of 1 to 7 (strongly disagree is 1, strongly agree is 7). The seven
questions of space emotion refer to the scales designed by Kyle and Zhang et al. [13,25]; the four
questions of subjective norms refer to the design of Lin and Sparks [14,15]; the five questions of
perceptual behavior control refer to the scales designed by Han and Sparks [15,27]; the five questions
of rural tourism attitude refer to Sparks and Zhang et al. [13,15]; and the five questions of behavioral
intention refer to the scales designed by Fielding and Han [27,29]. The particular measurement of each
variable and their sources are shown in Table 1.

Table 1. The resource of scale.

Variable Item Resource

Place emotion (PE)

I identify strongly with rural tourism (PE1)

[13,25]

Rural tourism means a lot to me (PE2)
For me, rural tourism cannot be replaced (PE3)
I get much satisfaction out of rural tourism (PE4)
I actively take part in rural tourism (PE5)
I am very interested in rural tourism (EI6)

Perceived behavioral control (PBC)

It’s easy for me to participate in rural tourism (PBC1)

[15,27]I feel there is nothing that prevents me from taking a rural
tourism (PBC2)
If I want, I can take part in rural tourism (PBC3)

Subjective norm (SN)

Family members think that it is meaningful to take part in
rural tourism (SN1)

[14,15]
Most people prefer that I should take part in rural
tourism (SN2)
Friends have recommended I take part in rural tourism (SN3)
Friends think that it is meaningful to take part in rural
tourism (SN4)

Attitude (ATT)

It is pleasant to participate in rural tourism activities (ATT1)

[13,15]
It is meaningful to participate in rural tourism
activities (ATT2)
Rural tourism can create beautiful memories (ATT3)
Rural tourism can increase vision (ATT4)

Behavior intention (BI)

I will recommend others to take part in rural tourism (BI1)

[27,29]I am willing to take part in rural tourism again (BI2)
I will take part in rural tourism because of local special
activities (BI3)

3.2. Data

Targets were selected from China’s beautiful rural tourism destinations in order to make the
sample representative; the selected targets are Xidi and Hongcun, Yixian County, Huangshan City,
Anhui Province, China. Xidi and Hongcun are World Cultural Heritage Sites and also national 5A
tourist attractions. (The national 5A tourist attraction is an evaluation standard of China. It refers
to the quality level of China’s tourist attractions. It is divided into five levels, from high to low:
AAAAA, AAAA, AAA, AA, and A. Grade 5A is the highest level of China’s tourist attractions,
representing the level of China’s world-class boutique tourist attractions.) They are the two most
representative ancient villages in southern Anhui Province. They are famous for their rural landscapes
of idyllic beauty, geographical layout of well-preserved villages, exquisite domestic architecture of
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Hui characteristic, as well as their colorful life of historical and cultural attractions, also known as the
“village in the painting”.

Questionnaires were distributed in the above two regions from 12 to 21 October 2018. There were
two teams, each with two teachers and 13 students; a total of 15 persons in one group. The rural tourism
industry in the above-mentioned regions has developed well, with a large number of tourists, with high
typicality and representativeness. The questionnaires were collected by convenience sampling. Because
the content of the questionnaire contains local emotions, perceptual behavior control and subjective
norms, visitors could not always easily understand the meaning of the sentence when they answered.
The members of the research team needed to explain the contents of the questionnaire in detail when
the tourists filled in the questionnaire to ensure that the participants fully understood the contents of
the questionnaire. Then, they were filled in to ensure the reliability and validity of the questionnaire.
During this period, 700 questionnaires were distributed, 685 of which were received and 650 of which
were valid. A total of 350 questionnaires were distributed in Yixian County, 345 of which were returned
and 321 of which were valid. A total of 350 questionnaires were issued in Xidi, 340 of which were
returned and 329 of which were valid.

For the valid questionnaires, the total number of female respondents was 345 and the number
of male respondents was 305. The respondents were mostly between 30 and 50 years old; a total of
109 people were 21–30 years old, 255 people 31–40 years old, 122 people 41–50 years old, 88 people
51–60 years old, 55 people 61–70 years old, and 21 people with other ages. An analysis of the
educational level of respondents showed that 186 people had a high school education and below,
245 respondents had a college education, and 219 respondents had a bachelor’s degree or above.
The respondents’ occupations were mostly professional/educational related, civil service related,
and students, who accounted for 395 of the respondents, see Table 2.

Table 2. Profiles of respondents.

Demographics Level Frequency Percent (%) Demographics Level Frequency Percent (%)

Gender

Male 305 46.9 Occupation Civil servant 105 16.2

Female 345 53.1 Enterprise or
institution staff 85 13.1

Age

<20 18 2.8 Professional or
educational staff 195 30.0

20–30 109 16.8 Clerks 87 13.4

31–40 255 39.2 Students 95 14.6

>40 268 41.2 Others 83 12.7

Education

High school
or below 186 28.6 Frequency of

taking trip
Once 536 82.5

College 245 37.7 Twice ≥) 114 17.5

University 157 24.2

Nature of trip

Package tour 138 21.2

Postgraduate
or above 62 9.5 Travel with family

and friends 319 49.1

Length of trip

One day 445 68.5 Individual 76 11.7

2–3 days 169 26.0 Organized by
enterprises 105 16.2

>3 days 36 5.5 Others 12 1.8

4. Results

4.1. Common Method Variation Test

In this paper, a rural tourist behavior intention model was designed as a multivariate analysis.
In the process of Structural Equation Model (SEM) analysis, we needed to test the collected data for
the existence of Common Method Variation (CMV). The related expansion between variables may
not be able to display the true situation between variables. In fact, the respondents’ replies in the
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questionnaire led to the correlated expansion between the measured variables due to the classified
information, that is, homologous bias results [36].

Podsakoff recommends using William’s Unmeasured Latent Method Construct (ULMC) method
to verify CMV [37], which is more rigorous than the Hamman test and the single factor Confirmatory
Factor Analysis (CFA) test. This paper used ULMC to for testing. Firstly, we assumed that H0 = CMV
has no influence on the parameters estimated in the model. The result was χ2 = 105.219, CMIN = 3.859,
p = 0.156, p > 0.05. The Hypothesis is supportive, indicating that the model constructed in this paper is
not under the influence of CMV. The collected data did not have measurement errors; thus, there is no
need to consider the impact of CMV.

4.2. Model Analysis

In order to ensure the reliability and validity of the study, we used the Maximum likelihood
(ML) of the Amos 21.0 (IBM, Armonk, NY, USA) software to determine the CFA, judging whether the
model construction met the requirement by the fitness index. The question item with a factor load
(λ value) less than the standard value of 0.6 and with the highest relevant chi-square value was deleted;
after deleting, there were 24 items used for studying. The deviation values of the 24 items range from
−9.96 to 0.195 and the kurtosis values range from −0.745 to 1.665. These items matched an absolute
value of skewness coefficient of less than three and an absolute value of the kurtosis coefficient of less
than 10. This was consistent with the normal distribution of item data proposed by Kline [38].

The factor loading (standardization) range of each item was 0.637~0.959, and the result was
significant. The Squared Multiple Correlation (SMC) was between 0.447~0.919; this is greater than
0.36, that is, it reached the ideal condition. The Cronbach’s α values of PE, PBC, SN, ATT, BI were,
respectively, 0.889, 0.812, 0.818, 0.916, 0.918, and 0.861, i.e., higher than 0.7, indicating that each item
has a good internal consistency. The Combined Reliability (CR) values were 0.892, 0.820, 0.822, 0.920,
0.919, and 0.867, and the standard values were above 0.7, showing that the scale used in this paper can
reliably measure the latent variables and the reliability of the questionnaire is guaranteed. The values
for the Average Variation Extraction (AVE) of PE, PBC, SN, ATT, BI were, respectively, 0.582, 0.536,
0.608, 0.743, 0.739, and 0.689, which, being above 0.5, are in line with the criteria recommended by
Anderson, indicating that the relevant indicators can explain most of the variation of latent variables
and prove to have good convergence validity [39]; see Table 3 [39].

Table 3. Results of confirmatory factor analysis.

Variable Item Factor Loading SMC Cronbach’s α t CR AVE

Place emotion (PE)

PE1 0.669 0.447 0.889 — 0.892 0.582
PE2 0.682 0.465 15.692
PE3 0.694 0.482 15.944
PE4 0.806 0.650 18.114
PE5 0.819 0.671 18.352
PE6 0.882 0.777 19.394

Perceived behavioral
control (PBC)

PBC1 0.637 0.406 0.812 — 0.820 0.536
PBC2 0.802 0.644 15.546
PBC3 0.665 0.442 13.784

Subjective norm (SN)

SN1 0.807 0.651 15.580
SN1 0.661 0.437 0.818 — 0.822 0.608
SN1 0.825 0.681 16.28
SN1 0.841 0.707 16.229

Attitude (ATT)

ATT1 0.865 0.748 0.916 — 0.920 0.743
ATT2 0.926 0.858 33.675
ATT3 0.914 0.836 32.946
ATT4 0.729 0.532 22.338

Behavioral intention (BI)
BI1 0.803 0.644 0.861 — 0.867 0.689
BI2 0.959 0.919 22.756
BI3 0.709 0.503 19.828

Note: t means t-test, SMC means Squared Multiple Correlation, CR means Composite Reliability, AVE means
Average Variance Extracted.
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The test of discriminant validity was based on Fornell of the comparison of the AVE with the
square of the variable correlation coefficient. If the AVE value is greater than the square of the variable
correlation coefficient, there is good discriminant validity between variables [40]. It can be seen that
the above results are in accordance with the verification standard proposed by Fornell. The correlation
coefficient matrix is shown in Table 4.

Table 4. Analysis of Average Variation Extraction (AVE) discriminant validity.

Variable PE PBC SN ATT. BI

Place emotion (PE) 0.582
Perceived behavioral control (PBC) 0.135 0.536

Subjective norm (SN) 0.576 0.177 0.608
Attitude (ATT.) 0.539 0.138 0.392 0.743

Behavioral intention (BI) 0.565 0.187 0.396 0.551 0.689

Note: The triangle is the square of the Pearson correlation coefficient of the variable, and the diagonal is the
AVE value.

4.3. Structural Model and Parameter Estimation

4.3.1. Analysis of Model Fit

After testing the reliability and validity of the measurement model, we conducted a path test of
the structural model with the addition of SEM. From Table 3, it can be seen that the fit index of the
modified model met all requirements except χ2/df (degrees of freedom), which was better than the
initial model.

The model’s fitness index was based on the absolute fit index, the incremental fit index, and the
parsimonious fit index. In the absolute fit index, χ2/df = 2.462 was less than the accepted value
of 3, GFI (Goodness of Fit Index) = 0.923 fit the suggested value (GFI > 0.9), AGFI (Adjusted
Goodness of Fit Index) = 0.898 fit the suggested value (AGFI > 0.8), and the Root-Mean-Square Error
of Approximation (RMSEA) was 0.061, less than the accepted value of 0.08. Among the incremental
fit index, the standard fit index NFI (Normed Fit Index) = 0.938 and RFI (Relative Fit Index) = 0.926,
while the non-standard fit index NNFI (Non-Normed Fit Index) = 0.946 and IFI (Incremental Fit
Index) = 0.955, the Comparative Fit Index (CFI) is 0.955, greater than the accepted value of 0.9. In the
parsimonious fit index, PNFI (parsimony-adjusted NFI) = 0.790 and PGFI (parsimony-adjusted GFI)
= 0.804, which are both greater than the accepted value of 0.5. We can conclude that the constructed
model is acceptable. See Table 5 for more information.

Table 5. Revised fitness index.

Index χ2/df GFI RMSEA AGFI NFI NNFI RFI CFI IFI PNFI PGFI

Accepted value <3 >0.9 <0.08 >0.8 >0.9 >0.9 >0.9 >0.9 >0.9 >0.5 >0.5
Original model 5.352 0.795 0.095 0.713 0.741 0.773 0.708 0.798 0.819 0.659 0.558
Modified model 2.462 0.923 0.061 0.898 0.938 0.946 0.926 0.955 0.955 0.790 0.804

df: degree of freedom; GFI: Goodness of Fit Index; RMSEA: Root Mean Square Error of Approximation; AGFI:
Adjusted Goodness of Fit Index; NFI: Normed Fit Index; NNFI: Non-Normed Fit Index; RFI: Relative Fit Index; CFI:
Comparative Fit Index; IFI: Incremental Fit Index; PNFI: parsimony-adjusted NFI; PGFI: parsimony-adjusted GFI.

4.3.2. Test of Structural Model

As seen from Figure 2, local emotion had a positive influence on tourism attitude (β = 0.598,
t = 9.727, p < 0.001) and behavioral intention (β = 0.523, t = 8.891, p < 0.001), supporting H1a and H1b.
Perceptual behavioral control had a positive influence on tourism attitude (ß = 0.096, t = 2.653, p < 0.01)
and behavioral intention (ß = 0.082, t = 2.681, p < 0.05), supporting H2a and H2b. Subjective norm
had a positive influence on tourism attitude (ß = 0.132, t = 2.238, p < 0.05) and behavioral intention
(ß = 0.101, t = 4.032, p < 0.001), supporting H3a and H3b. Tourist attitude had a positive influence on
behavioral intention (ß = 0.203, t = 4.935, p < 0.001), supporting H4. The results are shown in Table 6.



Sustainability 2019, 11, 1384 9 of 15

Sustainability 2019, 11, x FOR PEER REVIEW 9 of 15 

intention (ß = 0.101, t = 4.032, p < 0.001), supporting H3a and H3b. Tourist attitude had a positive 
influence on behavioral intention (ß = 0.203, t = 4.935, p < 0.001), supporting H4. The results are 
shown in Table 6. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2. Structural model. 

Table 6. Path analysis of Structural Equation Modeling (SEM). 

Hypothetical Path Relationship Standardized Path 
Coefficient 

t p Result 

H1a: PEATT 0.598 9.727 *** Supported 
H1b: PEBI 0.523 8.891 *** Supported 

H2a: PBCATT 0.096 2.653 0.008 Supported 
H2b: PBCBI 0.082 2.681 0.007 Supported 
H3a: SNATT 0.132 2.238 0.025 Supported 

H3b: SNBI 0.201 4.032 *** Supported 
H4: ATTBI 0.203 4.935 *** Supported 

Note: *** p < 0.001 

4.3.3. Model Analysis  

We determined the goodness of fit of the rural tourist behavior intention model. The stability of 
the model was tested by loose and rigorous double checking. The difference of the chi-square value 
(MMF) between loose and rigorous was less than the difference of the degree of freedom multiplied 
by 3.84 ( 2

)05.0,1（  = 3.84), indicating that the model was stable [41]. As shown in Table 7, the 

constructed rural tourist behavior intention model was in accordance with the mentioned criteria 
and was stable. 

Table 7. Cross-validation of structural models. 

 
Standard Validity Sample ΔMFF 

Standard MFF χ2 (df) ΔMFF χ2 < (Δdf × 3.84) 

Model  
Unconstrained  265.54 (249) Yes 

Constrained  275.96 (268) 10.42 < (13 × 3.84 = 72.96) 
MFF: minimum fit function; df: degree of freedom 

4.4. Mediator Analysis 

(β =0.203,t = 4.935***） 

Rural tourism 

Place Emotion 

Rural tourism 

Subjective Norm 

Rural tourism 

Perceptual Behavior Control 

Rural tourism 

Behavior Intention 

Rural tourism 

Attitude 

(β =0.598, t =9.727***） 

(β =0.096,t =2.653**） 

(β =0.132, t = 2.238*） 

(β =0.201,t = 4.032***） 

(β =0.523, t = 8.891***） 

(β =0.082,t =2.681**） 

Figure 2. Structural model.

Table 6. Path analysis of Structural Equation Modeling (SEM).

Hypothetical Path Relationship Standardized Path Coefficient t p Result

H1a: PE→ATT 0.598 9.727 *** Supported
H1b: PE→BI 0.523 8.891 *** Supported

H2a: PBC→ATT 0.096 2.653 0.008 Supported
H2b: PBC→BI 0.082 2.681 0.007 Supported
H3a: SN→ATT 0.132 2.238 0.025 Supported
H3b: SN→BI 0.201 4.032 *** Supported
H4: ATT→BI 0.203 4.935 *** Supported

Note: *** p < 0.001.

4.3.3. Model Analysis

We determined the goodness of fit of the rural tourist behavior intention model. The stability of
the model was tested by loose and rigorous double checking. The difference of the chi-square value
(MMF) between loose and rigorous was less than the difference of the degree of freedom multiplied by
3.84 (χ2

(1,0.05) = 3.84), indicating that the model was stable [41]. As shown in Table 7, the constructed
rural tourist behavior intention model was in accordance with the mentioned criteria and was stable.

Table 7. Cross-validation of structural models.

Standard Validity Sample ∆MFF

Standard MFF χ2 (df) ∆MFF χ2 < (∆df × 3.84)

Model
Unconstrained 265.54 (249) Yes

Constrained 275.96 (268) 10.42 < (13 × 3.84 = 72.96)

MFF: minimum fit function; df: degree of freedom.

4.4. Mediator Analysis

The BK (Baron and Kenny’s Approach) method and the Sobel Z test are the most common
methods for testing mediation effects [42]; however, these are more and more oppugned to the two
methods recently [43–45]. On the one hand, when using the BK method for path effect analysis,
a and b were significant; however, a*b was not necessarily significant and tended to reveal abnormal
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distribution [46,47]. On the other hand, the Sobel Z test had insufficient verification power, especially
in estimating indirect effects [47]. Taylor [48], Hayes [43], and MacKinnon [49] suggested that when
testing the significance of the mediator, the bootstrapping method should be used. That method
uses the editing syntax to calculate multiple mediators without considering whether to violate the
assumption of normal distribution.

When using the SEM to analyze the mediator, the most important step is to use the bootstrap to
find the confidence interval of the indirect effect. If the confidence interval is not zero, it means that
there is an intermediary effect [48]. However, Cheung and Lau (2008) and Lau and Cheung (2012)
respectively proposed a judgment on the effect of mediation for the analysis of mediation effects.
They adopted that the Confidence Interval (CI) is (1 − α) 100%; usually, setting 95% CI does not consist
of zero, that is, it is statistically significant at the significance level of α.

This study used the bootstrap self-sampling method of Amos 21.0. In the original data (N = 650),
the samples were randomly examined 5000 times and the error correction confidence interval was set
to 95%. The results in Table 8 show that local emotions, perceptual behavioral control, and subjective
norms with attitudes on behavioral intentions, pass the CI of the indirect effects of attitudes, regardless
of the percentage confidence interval (Percentile CI) in the 95% confidence interval. The bias value
confidence interval (Bias CI) did not contain 0, and is significant, thus it can be determined that the
indirect effect was significant. Moreover, the confidence interval of the direct effect of local emotion,
perceptual behavior control, and subjective norms on the three modes of behavioral intention did not
include 0, and was significant, indicating that direct effects exist. From the above analysis, it can be
seen that attitudes have a partial mediating effect on space emotions, perceptual behavior control,
and subjective norms to behavioral intentions, and thus, H5a, H5b, and H5c are supported.

Table 8. Analysis of structural model.

Path Point Estimation

Bootstrapping 5000 Times

Bias-Corrected 95% CI Percentile 95% CI

SE Z Lower Upper Lower Upper p

Indirect effect

PE→ATT→BI 0.164 0.044 3.727 0.089 0.265 0.083 0.257 ***
PBC→ATT→BI 0.024 0.012 2.000 0.004 0.052 0.001 0.047 0.022
SN→ATT→BI 0.036 0.022 1.636 0.003 0.087 0.003 0.086 0.024

Total indirect effect 0.224 0.057 3.930 0.121 0.347 0.425 0.814 ***

Direct effect
PE→BI 0.615 0.099 6.212 0.426 0.814 0.005 0.175 ***

PBC→BI 0.085 0.043 1.977 0.002 0.169 0.053 0.360 0.047
SN→BI 0.214 0.078 2.744 0.057 0.361 0.118 0.343 0.006

Total direct effect 1.137 0.067 16.970 1.012 1.272 1.015 1.274 ***
Total effect 1.361 0.086 15.826 1.200 1.540 1.199 1.538 ***

Comparison of mediation effect
(PE-PBC)→ATT→BI 0.140 0.043 3.256 0.070 0.241 0.065 0.233 ***
(PE-SN)→ATT→BI 0.128 0.043 2.977 0.060 0.237 0.053 0.22 ***

(PBC-SN)→ATT→BI −0.013 0.026 −0.500 −0.071 0.033 −0.072 0.032 0.589

Note: *** p < 0.001.

This paper compared the indirect mediation effect of attitudes to behavioral intention among
space emotions, perceptual behavior control, and subjective norms. It can be seen from the comparison
that the indirect effects of space emotions were the largest, followed by those of subjective norms and
perceptual behavioral control. Among them, the space emotion and perceptual behavioral control,
the indirect intermediation effect of local emotion and subjective norm were significantly different.
Meanwhile, the indirect mediation effect of perceptual behavior control and subjective norm was
not significant.
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5. Conclusions

The explanation and predicted goodness of fit index of the constructed model for rural space
emotional tourism intention were good and the model has the stability of reviewing effect. It can be
seen from the model of rural tourists that the explanatory power of behavioral intention was 0.785,
and that space emotion had the most significant effect on behavioral intentions, followed by attitude,
subjective norm, and perceptual behavior control. Tourists’ intention effect on selecting the tourism
destination had different influence trends.

The results of this study were not only good for understanding the relationship between rural
tourist intention and actual behavior, but also allowed an interpretation of the shortcomings of some
scholars on the TPB, after adding space emotion between them. When tourists with space emotions
engage in rural tourism activities, space emotions had a stronger effect on the behavioral intention than
the perceptual behavior control factors. It was more standardized and detailed for the measurement of
behavioral intention and also presented the expected views in the final study. Additionally, remodeling
the attitude in the model improved the explanation and prediction of the final model.

There exists a specific value of human-land relationship in Chinese rural tourism destinations [50];
hence, tourists will form a positive emotional linked with the tourist destinations, which will result
in the emotional attachment of tourists. The tourists had more positive emotion towards rural
tourism destinations; the greater the possibility of these behaviors (such as consumer behavior, re-visit,
and word-of-mouth behavior), is the more favorable for the development of rural tourism destinations.

In the context of China’s rural tourism development, rural tourism, as an important means
to promote rural revitalization, has gained unanimous consensus between the academic and the
industry. On the other hand, with the transformation of the basic paradigm of human-land relationship
research from the initial geography to the combination of geography and sociological micro-individual
subjective experience, tourists’ emotions about rural areas have become an important topic in
human geography. Under the trend of this “emotional turn”, geographers began to explore the
inner mechanism of research upon emotional geography [51]. The emotional process generated
by this mechanism can be summarized as: space emotions are a complex mechanism influencing
tourists’ choice of rural tourism destinations. If people find that they have positive emotions
for a certain destination, the number of tourists in this area is likely to increase [13]. Generally
speaking, the “human-land emotional relationship” of rural tourists is a multi-dimensional interactive
cross-relationship and structure. The conclusion of this study lays a theoretical framework for the
other scholars to further study the driving mechanism of rural tourism behavior.

Space emotion has a significant positive effect on attitude and behavioral intention, as do
perceptual behavioral control and subjective norm. It can be seen from the standardized path coefficient
that the space emotion has the strongest effect on attitudes and behavioral intention, followed by
subjective norms and perceptual behavioral control. Thus, it is necessary to expand the space emotion
in this study.

Reconstructing the relationship among space emotion, perceptual behavior control, and subjective
norm with attitude can improve the explanation of the model. This also verifies the opinion
that the subjective norm and attitude are not independent predictors, but rather are interrelated.
When operating rural tourism activities, operators will be affected by the opinions of relatives and
friends, which not only affect the attitude to their behavior towards engaging in tourism activities,
but also indirectly promote a willingness to engage in rural tourism activities. This significantly
enhances the explanation of tourists’ recreation behavior by remodeling the attitude relationship.
Tourist behavioral intention is not only directly affected by positive behavioral attitude, although the
subjective normative and perceptual behavioral controls are stronger; the tourist has a more positive
attitude, and thus forms a positive intention to travel.
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6. Discussion

From the demographic analysis of the respondents in this study, we can realize that the rural
tourists are mainly professional or educational staff, students, and staff from enterprises or institutions.
Tourists who were participating in rural tourism for the first time accounted for 82.7% of respondents;
these were mainly professional or educational staff, students, staff from enterprises or institutions,
and civil servants. This discovery can help provide suggestions for developing rural tourism
management. The amount of tourists who were participating in rural tourism for the first time
represented a high proportion, indicating that there is still potential for developing rural tourist
destinations. This also shows that the management of Xidi and Hongcun need to do something to
stimulate tourists to revisit. Furthermore, after cross-overlap test of the statistical items, it is clear
that there is a different composition of tourists in each market segment; therefore, the management
can adjust their marketing strategy accordingly to these discoveries and promote the sustainable
development of rural tourism.

The proportion of tourists staying in rural areas for one day is as high as 68.5%, which provides
further inspiration for rural operators to think about how to encourage tourists to stay more than one
day. The core reason for short stays is that the tourist product is single. Expanding the type of rural
tourism can connect with tourists and lead them to increase the duration of their holidays.

Attitude has a partial mediating effect on space emotion, perceptual behavioral control,
and subjective norms on behavioral intentions of tourists. In other words, promoting local emotions,
perceptual behavior control, and subjective norms can make tourists taking part in rural tourism
more positive. It will take long time to develop space emotion. Space emotion, attitudes, perceptual
behavioral control, and desire are all personal factors, while subjective norms are social factors.
Both factors theoretically affect the behavioral intentions of tourists. Promoting the space emotion is
particularly critical; that is, the insatiable demand of tourists caused by space emotion, the increasing
demand for basic travel experiences that can stimulate tourists’ emotions, and the enhancing effect
that encouragement from relatives and friends has on engagement in rural tourism can all raise the
interest of tourists in rural tourism experiences.

In the process of developing rural tourism, tourism practitioners and government relative
departments should focus on space emotions, propose factors that tourists care about, whether or not
they can meet their emotional needs, pay attention to the core elements of rural tourism products,
and raise awareness of rural ecological environment and culture. Specifically, we can start from the
emotional connection that tourists have with the rural environment to attract rural tourists with high
space emotions by designing landscape symbols, facility decoration, special products, and interactive
section that can provoke the tourists’ memories and imaginations to the countryside, lead them to
participate in rural tourism and leisure activities, and further promote the emotional attachment of
tourists to the rural environment, thus increasing the importance of rural tourism destinations. At the
same time, since high local emotions are more concerned about rural tourism than ordinary tourists,
and a comfortable rural tourism experience also implies that tourists will be more likely to travel to
another country. Therefore, local management departments should make good use of the impact of
space emotions, conduct marketing research, extract the cultural symbols of various rural tourists and
their specific-image design, and create advertisement that can resonate with tourists. The marketing of
rural destinations can achieve good results with half the effort.

Space emotions have a strong influence on the behavioral intentions of rural tourists; thus,
tourists will put rural tourism as the first choice when they have a willingness to travel. In order
to obtain emotional satisfaction in a tourist destination, it is necessary for the local residents of the
tourist destination to participate in the tourism activities and in the operation, provide comments,
and give vivid scenes, which also helps to restore the original rural atmosphere and meet the tourists’
expectation of the authenticity of the destination (e.g., a village). Likewise, this can improve the
satisfaction of the tourist experience. Additionally, tourism practitioners and tourism management
departments should take a responsible attitude to protect the environment and local culture as a
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development goal. Developing rural tourism without destroying the environment is the only way to
ensure the integrity of local resources, meet rural tourist demand, and develop rural tourism.

The rapid development of rural tourism will bring out the decline of rural environmental quality,
the damage of rural culture, the homogenous competition among tourism, the low overall quality,
the insufficient of industry training, the shortage of capital or human resource, the backward of
operation mode, and the dislocation of land use. At the same time, the development of rural tourism
is an important way to break the urban-rural dual structure, promote rural transformation and
development, and increase the income and employment of farmers. It is also an important indicator
to effectively meet the needs of the tourism market and improve the level of tourism development.
Therefore, it is necessary to reflect on the development of rural tourism, we should guide rural
tourism to break through the dilemma by deepening theoretical research and strengthening practical
application. Theoretical breakthroughs and academic innovations are needed that focus on finding a
match point among rural tourism and rural ecological civilization on the one hand and rural beautiful
constructions that make the countryside a suitable habitat for tourism and leisure places on the other.

In summary, rural tourism must involve co-operation by local residents, government authorities,
tourists, and tourism companies. The operators and managers recognize that a good rural environment
is closely related to the choice of tourists, and make specific efforts for the environment. Rural tourist
locations will become popular tourist destinations and achieve sustainable development. Against the
background of rural tourism as a strategy of rural vitalization, we need more empirical research to
improve the research model and then to propose suggestions about contributing to the sustainable
development of rural tourism.
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