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Abstract: Mega-sporting events can bring diverse benefits to the hosting areas, such as job creation 
and image improvement. However, only a handful of studies have explored the antecedents of 
destination image—which plays a crucial role in eliciting certain tourist behaviors—and personal 
involvement. To fill this gap, this study evaluates the relationships among personal involvement, 
destination image, place attachment, and behavioral intentions in the context of sporting event 
tourism to provide destination managers useful information for sustainable sports tourism 
development. We gathered information from 374 international tourists at the FINA (Fédération 
Internationale de Natation—International Swimming Federation) World Masters Championships 
Gwangju 2019 in South Korea. We used structural equation modeling was used along with 
maximum likelihood estimation to examine the predicted relationships. The findings show the 
positive impacts of (a) personal involvement on destination image, (b) destination image on place 
attachment, and (c) place attachment on behavioral intentions. Furthermore, (d) place attachment 
dictated the relationship between destination image and behavioral intentions. The findings confirm 
the significant role personal involvement plays in the improvement of a destination’s image. To 
ensure sustainable sports tourism, destination managers are advised to pay close attention to 
research findings on destination image in the development of their plans. 

Keywords: personal involvement; destination image; place attachment; behavioral intention; 
sporting event tourism 

 

1. Introduction 

As many countries and regions are facing heavy competition attracting tourists, the intentions 
of the tourists to revisit and their engagement in word-of-mouth (WOM) remains a key focus in the 
tourism industry to achieve sustainable success of a destination or an organization [1]. For this reason, 
a major challenge for not only destination marketers but also tourism researchers is to assess and 
understand the behavioral intentions of tourists [2]. Assael [3] states that success is dependent on the 
repurchase rather than the initial purchase, and that a brand requires the loyalty of its buyers for its 
survival. In terms of intention to recommend, tourists can easily disseminate their honest opinions 
and experiences in visiting a destination through the internet, particularly through social media 
platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, and YouTube [2]. Social media has demonstrated a strong 
ripple effect it can bring as a tool that enables potential tourists to gain knowledge about a destination; 
thus, the intention to recommend through social media has become increasingly important [4]. 
Therefore, it is imperative for sustainable tourism development that destination marketers 
understand what factors drive tourist intentions to recommend and revisit. 
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A number of researchers have noted that tourism destination image plays a pivotal role in 
eliciting certain tourist behaviors such as destination choice, subsequent evaluation, and future 
behavioral intention [5]. If a tourist perceives a destination to be favorable, he is more likely to 
positively evaluate the destination, and thus revisit himself or recommend to family, relatives, and 
friends the destination [6]. As mentioned above, such word-of-mouth marketing enables potential 
tourists to accumulate knowledge about a destination [4]. Consequently, destination marketing 
organizations can reduce their budget on marketing expenses, which can contribute to sustainable 
tourism development. For this reason, destination marketers have invested time and energy to 
improve the tourists’ perceptions of specific destinations, which has been a topic of discussion in the 
tourism literature for the last 30 years [7]. In fact, exploring the relationships between destination 
image and its relevant factors dominates existing research [8]. Thus, an important challenge for 
tourism is how a negative image of a destination can be eradicated and a positive image promoted 
through additional useful tourist attractions. 

Previous studies have suggested that mega-sporting events can act as strategic promotional tools 
to enhance a destination’s image as their major function is providing the host country and region 
with the opportunity to create a favorable image in a saturated tourism marketplace [9]. According 
to Roche [10], mega sporting events, like the Olympics, the FIFA (Fédération Internationale de 
Football Association) World Cup, and World Championships, can be seen as large cultural events, 
and poses dramatic character, as well as appeals to public, and international significance. In this 
regard, many researchers have indicated that hosted successfully, mega sporting events can 
encapsulate many tangible (e.g., job creation and development of sports infrastructure) and 
intangible (e.g., image improvement and social unification) benefits relevant to countries and regions, 
even though the debate and discussion over the legacy of such events continue [11]. Hence, regional 
marketers may consider hosting sporting events to improve the image of the destination. 

Although a number of studies have recognized the importance of destination image 
management in tourism literature [8], these studies have two limitations. First, prior studies fail to 
explore the antecedents of destination image [12], and second, they only consider common concepts 
such as quality or emotion as antecedents of destination image [8,13]. Almeida-Santana and Moreno-
Gil [14] indicated that in order to obtain a competitive edge in the tourism industry, destination 
marketing organizations should develop a specific image and branding of a destination and 
comprehend which factors drive destination image. Surprisingly, despite the importance of 
“personal involvement” in understanding consumer behaviors, few studies in tourism have 
attempted to address this [15]. According to existing studies [15], personal involvement occurs when 
consumers are devoted to the products or services offered by providers. Jeong et al. [2] note that 
sporting event tourists usually have an interest in sports and a tendency to engage in sports-based 
tourism products or activities during the trip. In fact, one of the most common reasons for sporting 
event tourism is to cheer energetically for a country, a favorite team, or support favorite players [16]. 
Thus, grasping personal involvement in sporting event tourist behaviors is critical in understanding 
sport tourism behavior. 

Moreover, although prior studies have examined destination image and behavioral intentions 
in tourism literature, insufficient information is available about the effect of place attachment on the 
destination image and behavioral intentions. Existing researchers have focused on the direct [17] and 
indirect [18] effects of destination image on behavioral intentions. According to a few comprehensive 
studies [19], place attachment is influential in nurturing future tourist behaviors, which implies that 
place attachment should be incorporated into tourist behavior models. Therefore, exploring the 
effects of place attachment on destination image and behavioral intentions could be a new perspective 
in understanding future tourist behaviors. 

To address these gaps in the available literature, this study examines the structural relationships 
among personal involvement, destination image, place attachment, and behavioral intentions with 
an emphasis on the mediating effect of place attachment between destination image and behavioral 
intentions in the context of sporting event tourism. We find positive impacts of personal involvement 
on destination image, destination image on place attachment, and place attachment on behavioral 
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intentions. Furthermore, place attachment fully mediated the relationship between destination image 
and behavioral intentions. The findings confirm the significance of personal involvement in 
improving a destination’s image. We expect these findings to broaden the horizons of our 
understanding of the appropriate research variables underlying the mega-sporting events and, 
thereby, aid in the development of sustainable sports tourism. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1. Information about Gwangju City and the Fédération Internationale de Natation (FINA) World Masters 
Championships Gwangju 2019 

Gwangju city, located in the southwestern area of the Korean peninsula and center of the Honam 
Region, is the sixth largest city in South Korea. In 2018, it had a population of 1,459,336 [20]. The 
city—which witnessed a mass protest against the South Korean military government during 18–27 
May 1980—is often considered the birthplace of Korean democracy [21]. Until 1988, the incident was 
referred to as a riot, but was renamed as “the democratic uprising” after extensive research [22]. 
Although democratic reform did not come about at the time, the sacrifice of citizens of Gwangju 
touched the Korean people deeply [23]. In fact, the “18 May National Cemetery” was found in 1995 
to commemorate the Gwangju Democratization Movement and honor the ones who passed away in 
the uprising. Gwangju is also known as the “City of Light,” as its citizens “look to the sun” and “live 
in the light” [20]. This spirit has been the driving force for Gwangju citizens as they work to overcome 
difficult times and become a leading force in Korean history [24]. In addition, Gwangju has become 
the “Home of the Arts,” where many distinguished artists reside. In fact, the world-class cultural 
festival, “Gwangju design Biennale,” and a variety of other art festivals take place annually at the 
“Kimdaejung Convention Center,” one of the most famous landmarks in the city (Figure 1) [25]. 

 
Figure 1. Kimdaejung convention center. 

With the expected growth of the sporting industry both at home and abroad, Gwangju has 
looked to this tourism industry for sustainable urban development [26]. Currently, it has two 
professional sport teams representing the city, the Kia Tigers Baseball Club and Gwangju Football 
Club. Kia Tigers, having produced many legendary Korean baseball players, is regarded as one of 
the most prestigious teams in South Korea and has won 11 championship titles—the most in Korean 
baseball history. The Gwangju Football Club is a municipal, government-owned football team, which 
recently received attention in Korean media for leading the second division in 2019. These 
professional sports teams have contributed to improve the image of Gwangju and to attracting 
domestic sport enthusiasts [26]. However, due to low international recognition, the city has put in 
place a plan to host a major international sporting event [27]. 
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Thus, Gwangju hosted the 18th FINA (Fédération Internationale de Natation—International 
Swimming Federation) World Masters Championships Gwangju 2019 from 12–28 July 2019 [28]. The 
FINA World Masters Championships was launched in 1973 and is held biennially [28]. First FINA 
World Masters Championships was held in Belgrade (Yugoslavia) in which swimming, water polo, 
diving and synchronized swimming were represented (Open water Swimming is added to the 
program in 1991) [28]. The previous FINA World Championships was held from 14–30 July 2017 in 
Budapest (Hungary). Gwangju’s hosting of the event is the third time that the FINA World Masters 
Championships was held in Asia, since Fukuoka, Japan (2001), and Shanghai, China (2011). This 
major event was the largest in FINA World Championship history, with participation of 
approximately 2538 athletes from 194 countries [29]. The event included swimming, diving, water 
polo (Figure 2), artistic swimming, open water, and high diving, held at five venues [29]. As three of 
the venues were on university campuses and the other two, water polo and high diving, were held 
in temporarily constructed stadiums, it set an example for how an international sporting event could 
be held without an enormous cost [30]. There are numerous commonalities between the event-like 
nature of sports event and the strategic nature of local events. Griffith has explained in his study 
regarding strategies in city marketing that sports events are very much ideal, and many other 
researchers have also interpreted sports as an extensive tool in city marketing [31–33]. 

 
Figure 2. Water polo. 

2.2. Personal Involvement 

Personal involvement has been studied in marketing and social-psychology research for a long 
time. It represents the importance and interest the consumers feel towards their purchase of a good, 
service, or an idea [34]. Despite the benefits of utilizing the concept of personal involvement to 
understand consumer behavior, due to the complexity of the concept, tourism researchers have failed 
to apply it to the tourism industry; as such, it has never been favored in the tourist setting [17]. Among 
the issues, no single accepted definition of personal involvement exists; moreover, there is a dearth 
of relevant sources on the concept in the context of tourism. However, Gursoy and Gavcar [35] have 
pioneered the field of tourist involvement, and Prayag and Ryan [15] and Gross and Brown [36] have 
explored theoretical models pertaining to involvement and relevant research variables; thus, tourism 
research addressing personal involvement has taken steps forward. 

With respect to the measurement of personal involvement, there is no set standards among 
researchers. However, most studies have utilized the “Consumer Involvement Profile,” which 
consists five dimensions—importance, pleasure, sign, risk probability, and risk consequence. Based 
on the literature [15,37], importance is the awareness of and interest in the products and services; 
pleasure is the hedonic value attributed to the products and services; sign is the symbolic value of 
the products and services; risk probability is the likelihood that consumers make a bad purchase 
decision; and risk consequence is the undesirable outcomes associated with the purchase of the 
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products and services. In the study by Gursoy and Gavcar [35], only three dimensions are used: 
pleasure/interest, risk probability, and risk consequence. In our study, we use four items of the 
pleasure/interest dimension to reflect sporting event tourists’ involvement. 

2.3. Destination Image 

Definitions of destination image have been widely discussed by researchers as it is arguably the 
most crucial factor for growing a destination [38]. Image is generally defined as the mental 
representation or an overall impression shaped by the evaluation of individual attributes [39,40]. It 
is considered necessary to understand the process of tourist destination choices [41]. Destination 
image is commonly defined as “the sum of beliefs, ideas and impressions that a person has of a 
destination” [42]. Prior studies have classified different types of destination images. For instance, 
Tocquer and Zins [43] recognized four types of destination images: vague and unrealistic (formulated 
by education system, advertising, and WOM), distorted (formulated by additional information), 
improved (formulated by on-site, unique travel experience), and resulting (formulated by recent 
memory of the travel experience). Similarly, Gunn [44] recognized three types of destination images: 
organic (formed by information assimilated from non-commercial sources such as books, news 
reports, radio, TV, and magazines or opinions from family, relatives, friends, and the web), induced 
(formed by commercial sources such as travel advertising, guidebooks, brochures, and agents), and 
primary (formed by on-site travel experiences). A number of tourism studies have concentrated on 
improved images or primary images because they are more likely to influence both tourist 
satisfaction and behavioral intentions. Thus, in this study, we focus on and measure improved image. 

In addition, many tourism studies recognize multi-dimensions of the destination image. For 
example, Echtner and Ritchie [45] carefully analyzed the concept of destination image and 
commented that destination image must be captured through several components: attribute-holistic, 
functional-psychological, and unique-common characteristics. MacKay and Fesenmaier [46] 
identified four categories of destination images: activity, familiarity, holiday, and atmosphere. In the 
2000s, Lee, Lee, and Lee [47] suggested that destination image consisted of four dimensions: 
Attraction, comfort, value for money, and exotic atmosphere. Similarly, Park, and Njite [48] 
developed four categories of destination images: environment, attractions, value for money, and 
climate. More recently, researchers have agreed that destination image has two underlying 
theoretical mechanisms: cognitive (natural characteristics, amenities, attractions, social/travel 
environment, and accessibility/supporting) and affective [49]. Thus, in this study, we dichotomized 
destination image into cognitive and affective images. 

With respect to the personal involvement and destination image relationship, only a handful of 
studies explore the relationship. Some studies have recognized that if tourists are involved in tourism 
events/activities, their chances of having a more memorable experience improve, which, in turn, 
significantly improves destination image evaluation [50]. Lu, Chi, and Liu [51] studied the influence 
of authenticity, tourist involvement, and destination image in a historic district in China and 
demonstrated that involvement contributed in creating a destination image. Prayag and Ryan [15] 
evaluated a theoretical model concerning relationships among destination image, place attachment, 
personal involvement, satisfaction, and loyalty. They found that personal involvement acted as an 
antecedent of destination image. This relationship can also be inferred from a study that tests the 
predictive effect of personal involvement on destination attractiveness (akin to destination image). 
As reported by Hou, Lin, and Morais [52], a causal relation between personal involvement and 
destination attractiveness can exist in a cultural tourism setting. However, no study has yet to 
examine the positive relationship between personal involvement and destination image in the context 
of sporting event tourism. Accordingly, the present study proposes the following hypothesis. 

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Personal involvement will positively influence destination image. 

2.4. Place Attachment 
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The theory of place attachment has its origins in environmental psychology and was first 
introduced to the tourism literature in the 1980s [53]. Although place attachment is devoid of a 
theoretical base, it is important in marketing destinations successfully because it is linked to tourist 
choice behavior [19]. Many researchers have studied the definition of place attachment. According to 
the comprehensive study by Morgan [54], place attachment can be defined as the bond between an 
individual and a particular geographical area, and the significance of that bond. In other words, 
psychologically, tourists develop a strong emotional (relating to special feelings) or functional 
(relating to special attractions) bond with a destination based on their accumulated experience. 
Several tourism studies have identified two dimensions of place attachment: place identity and place 
dependence. Place identity refers to the emotional connection to a place that gives meaning and 
purpose to life; the concept also shows a sense of belonging to a destination in that it becomes a part 
of one’s self-identity [19]. Place dependence, a kind of functional dependence, reflects to what degree 
a setting enables the achievement of primary goals or desired activities [19]. Relatively little attention 
has been paid to sporting event tourists’ place attachment compared to the other tourists’ place 
attachment. Regarding this lack of sports tourism research on place attachment, our study can be 
useful for future reference. 

Generally speaking, past findings confirm that destination image is a critical factor leading to 
place attachment. Kaplanidou, Jordan, Funk, and Ridinger [55] investigated the impact of destination 
image factors on behavioral intention and place attachment in terms of sporting events and affirmed 
that attractions, destination atmosphere, and the event characteristics of the destination’s image 
predicted place identity and dependence. Lee, Busser, and Yang [56] examined a conceptual model 
describing the relationships among these predictors that create the destination image, the actual 
image itself, and place attachment, arguing that cognitive image and affective image were direct 
antecedents of all place attachment dimensions. Similarly, Jun, Hongliang, and Xuefei [57] stated that 
destination image affected place attachment. They tested the relationships among destination image, 
place attachment, and tourists’ environmentally responsible behavior, and stressed that affective 
images directly influenced place dependence. Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that destination 
image affects place attachment. 

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Destination image will positively influence place attachment. 

2.5. Behavioral Intentions 

The determinants of behavioral intention is a topic frequently explored in tourism research, as 
behavioral intentions have been regarded as the decisive factor in drastic growth of destination’s 
popularity [1,2]. Generally, behavioral intention can be captured by the intentions to recommend and 
revisit. Intention to recommend is the intention to share the experience through WOM 
communications and intention to revisit is the intention to return to the destination [2]. These 
intentions are likely to be influenced by destination image. In fact, a vast body of tourism literature 
is devoted to exploring the relationship between destination image and behavioral intentions. 
Previous tourism studies provided diverse empirical evidence concerning this path. Some tourism 
researchers report that destination image does not directly influence behavioral intentions [13]. 
However, the majority of researchers agree that destination image is an important predictor of 
behavioral intentions because destination image reflects the tourists’ perceptions of a destination 
which will impact the actual experience as well. For instance, Chen, and Tsai [58] proposed an 
integrated tourist behavioral model depicting the relationships among destination image, trip quality, 
perceived value, satisfaction, and behavioral intentions, emphasizing that destination image was a 
central precursor of behavioral intention. Aiming to understand sporting event tourist behavior, 
Moon, Ko, Connaughton, and Lee [59] examined the theoretical relationship among service quality 
at a sporting event, perceived value, destination image, and behavioral intention. Their findings 
suggest that the more favorable the destination image is, the more likely the tourists are to 
recommend. Similarly, in the context of sports tourism, Jeong and Kim [16] delved into the influence 
of destination image on tourist satisfaction and destination loyalty. They confirmed that destination 



Sustainability 2020, 12, 333 7 of 15 

image was a sustainable source for building sporting event destination loyalty. Based on the 
empirical findings described in the literature, we postulate: 

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Destination image will positively influence behavioral intentions. 

The tourism literature has taken an interest in exploring the positive relation between place 
attachment and behavioral intentions for several years. Jeong et al. [2] tested the structural 
relationships among event quality, tourist satisfaction, place attachment, and behavioral intentions 
in a sporting event setting, and demonstrated that place attachment played a key role in boosting 
behavioral intention. Loureiro [60] examined how place attachment and behavioral intentions were 
affected by the experience economy by the means of emotions and memories, emphasizing that place 
attachment acts as a key antecedent of behavioral intentions. Another comprehensive tourism study 
by Tonge, Ryan, Moore, and Beckley [61] also found strong evidence that place attachment relates to 
behavioral intentions. They tested the effect of multi-dimensional place attachment on behavioral 
intentions and revealed that place identity directly affects all three behavioral categories. The findings 
of these studies imply that the idea of a positive relation between place attachment and behavioral 
intentions. Accordingly, our proposed hypothesis is as follows: 

Hypothesis 4 (H4). Place attachment will positively influence behavioral intentions. 

2.6. Mediating Effect of Place Attachment between Destination Image and Behavioral Intentions 

As revealed, previous studies have prioritized the direct effect destination image has on 
behavioral intentions [58,59]. Tourists with a positive image of their destination are likely to feel the 
same about their experiences as well, which will in turn stimulate behavioral intention [16]. 
Considering the indirect effect of place attachment, recent tourism studies view place attachment as 
a major intervening construct in the relation between destination image and behavioral intentions. 
For example, Song, Kim, and Yim [62] examined the relationship among place attachment, 
destination image, and revisit intention for golf tourists and indicated that the affective image 
indirectly affected revisit intention through place dependence. Similarly, Chiang [63] explored the 
relationships among destination image, place attachment, and destination loyalty, demonstrating 
that destination image had a direct impact on destination loyalty, while destination image had an 
indirect influence on destination image via place identity. Hence, we contend that place attachment 
mediates the link between destination image and behavioral intentions. 

Hypothesis 5 (H5). Place attachment mediates the relationship between destination image and behavioral 
intentions. 

Based on the literature, our study applied the following conceptual model (Figure 3). 

 
Figure 3. The proposed model. 

3. Method 
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3.1. Data Collection 

We collected our study data from international tourists at the FINA World Masters 
Championships Gwangju 2019. The authors chose Gwangju as the site of this study primarily for two 
reasons. First, Gwangju has been in the spotlight of Korean media because the city has become one 
of the most popular cultural tourism spots in South Korea. Thanks to many cultural tourism resources, 
in 2018, an estimated 2.4 m domestic and international tourists visited Gwangju and the number is 
increasing year by year [64]. Next, the city has a high level of intention to revisit among Asian and 
domestic tourists, suggesting some level of personal involvement and place attachment [65]. These 
factors provide a meaningful case study for understanding sports tourists’ behavioral intentions and 
its antecedents. To collect a sample, a team of six trained research assistants administered face-to-face 
questionnaire-based surveys at three stadiums, the main train station, the bus terminal, and a hotel 
lobby from 16 to 21 July using convenience sampling. These locations represented effective means to 
obtain a sample of international tourists. We approached international tourists at the end or during 
the three days of their stay in Gwangju and politely asked them to participate in the survey without 
any incentive. In total, 400 questionnaires were completed, with 26 cases removed due to important 
unanswered questions or excessive missing data. A total of 374 valid questionnaires remained for 
subsequent analysis. The sample showed an even breakup of males (46%, n = 172) and females (54%, 
n = 202), and pluralities in each category as follows: aged between 50 and 59 (24.6%, n = 78), married 
(56.4%, n = 211), Asian (39.8%, n = 149), and annual household income between $40,000–59,999 (27%, 
n = 101). 

3.2. Measures 

A five-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), was used. The 
survey consisted of five main sections: (a) personal involvement, (b) destination image, (c) place 
attachment, (d) behavioral intentions, and (d) respondent demographic information. Personal 
involvement was assessed using four items adopted from Prayag and Ryan [15] and Gursoy and 
Gavcar [35]. Destination image was assessed using seven items (four items addressing cognitive 
image and three items representing affective image) derived from Jin et al. [13], Song et al. [62], and 
Kaplanidou [66] who had conducted sporting event tourism research. Place attachment was assessed 
using six items (three items addressed place identity and three, place dependence) adapted from 
Williams and Vaske [67]. Behavioral intention was assessed using three items derived from Jeong 
and Kim [16]. To ensure face validity, three tourism and sports marketing professors were invited to 
clarify these items. 

3.3. Validity and Reliability 

We used confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to assess the dimensionality of the measurement 
model through the maximum likelihood estimation. The second order measurement model displayed 
satisfactory fit with our data (x2 = 2.547, GFI = 0.941, NFI = 0.919, IFI = 0.937, CFI = 0.936, and root 
mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) = 0.062). The model fit indices were within the 
recommended thresholds [67]. 

To evaluate convergent validity, we calculated factor loadings, construct reliability (CR), and 
average variance extracted (AVE) based on the first order measurement model. All factor loading 
values were above 0.55 and significant (p < 0.001) [68] (Table 1). All CR values (0.851–0.937) satisfied 
the recommended minimum value of 0.7 and all AVE values (0.656–0.831) exceeded the minimum 
requirement of 0.5 [69] (Table 1). Therefore, convergent validity was satisfactory. 

Reliability estimates (Cronbach’s alpha) for personal involvement, cognitive image, affective 
image, place identity, place dependence, and behavioral intentions (0.832–0.938) were above the 
recommended threshold of 0.7, indicating the measures were reliable [70] (Table 1). We analyzed the 
hypothesized relationships using structural equation modeling (SEM). 
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Table 1. Summarized result for validity and reliability assessments. 

Scale Items Standardize 
Loadings 

CR AVE 𝛂𝛂 

Personal Involvement 
I derive pleasure by participating in the various attractions 

here 
0.919 

0.909 0.720 0.885 Being on holiday here is a bit like giving a gift to one self 0.913 
I attach great importance to being on holiday in Gwangju 0.619 
I have a lot of interest in Gwangju as a holiday destination 0.717 

Cognitive Image 
The people in Gwangju are friendly and interesting 0.714 

0.891 0.672 0.861 
Gwangju offers suitable accommodation options 0.753 

I am not worried about personal safety in Gwangju 0.834 
The structure of the stadium is well built 0.833 

Affective Image 
Gwangju is a relaxing place 0.763 

0.851 0.656 0.832 Gwangju is an arousing place 0.844 
Gwangju is an exciting place 0.813 

Place Identity 
Holidaying in Gwangju means a lot to me 0.827 

0.898 0.746 0.872 Gwangju is a very special destination for me 0.833 
I identify strongly with Gwangju as a holiday destination 0.840 

Place Dependence 
Gwangju is the best option for what I like to do on 

holidays 0.708 

0.886 0.723 0.866 I would not substitute Gwangju for any other place for the 
types of things that I do during my holidays 

0.855 

I got more satisfaction out of holidaying in Gwangju than 
from visiting other similar places 0.931 

Behavioral Intentions 
I will recommend Gwangju to other people to visit 0.914 

0.937 0.831 0.938 I will say positive things about Gwangju to other people 0.909 
I will visit Gwangju again in the next 12 months 0.920 

 CR (construct reliability), AVE (average variance extracted). 

4. Results 

Overall, the SEM achieved acceptable fit (x2/df = 2.203, p < 0.001). The absolute fit index 
(goodness of fit index = 0.926, and RMSEA = 0.058) and incremental fit index (normed fit index = 0.927, 
relative fit index = 0.931, incremental fit index = 0.915, Turker–Lewis index = 0.947, and comparative 
fit index = 0.914) were satisfactory [68]. 

We based our tests on the proposed hypotheses on the estimates of the structural coefficients 
(paths). As shown in Table 2, personal involvement had a notable positive effect on destination image 
(1.305, p < 0.001), which supports Hypothesis 1. The path coefficient from destination image to place 
attachment was positive and statistically significant (0.932, p < 0.001), supporting Hypothesis 2. Non-
significant paths emerged for destination image to behavioral intentions, thereby rejecting 
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Hypothesis 3. Hypothesis 4 was supported, as place attachment had a positive and significant 
influence on behavioral intentions (0.529, p < 0.001). 

Table 2. Structural parameter estimates. 

Hypothesis Path 
Standardized 

Coefficient 
t-Value Supported? 

1 
Personal involvement → Destination 

image 1.035 
9.883 

*** Yes 

2 Destination image → Place attachment 0.932 8.927 
*** 

Yes 

3 
Destination image → Behavioral 

intentions 0.242 1.788 No 

4 Place attachment → Behavioral 
intentions 

0.529 3.861 
*** 

Yes 

*** p < 0.001. 

For the mediating effects of place attachment, we utilized the bootstrap test, which is a database 
resampling statistical method [71]. As shown in Table 3, for the mediating effect of place attachment 
on the relation between destination image and behavioral intentions, the direct effect did not include 
zero point, but was not significant; however, the indirect effect did not include zero point and was 
significant. Thus, place attachment displayed a full mediating effect, which supports Hypothesis 5. 

Table 3. Mediating effects of place attachment. 

Path 
Standardized  
Coefficient 

95% Confidence Interval (CI)  
(Bias-Corrected) 

p 

Destination image 
→ Place attachment 

→ Behavioral intentions 

Direct effect 0.242 0.036~0.515 0.055 
Indirect effect 0.493 0.257~0.677 0.007 

Total effect 0.736 0.679~0.787 0.003 

5. Discussion and Conclusions 

The purpose of our study was to determine the nature of the relationships among personal 
involvement, destination image, place attachment, and behavioral intentions, focusing on the 
mediating effect of place attachment in the context of sporting event tourism. The findings identify 
relationships between (1) personal involvement and destination image; (2) destination image and 
place attachment; (3) place attachment and behavioral intentions. Furthermore, they demonstrate that 
place attachment had a full mediating effect on the relation between destination image and 
behavioral intentions.  

Incorporating all variables of personal involvement, destination image, place attachment, and 
behavioral intentions, our study offers tourism or researchers in sports tourism important theoretical 
insights to support sustainable tourism. First, advancing our current knowledge on personal 
involvement, our findings confirm the significant role of personal involvement in improving a 
destination’s image. Existing studies support this result as well, highlighting the viewpoint that “the 
more personally involved are tourists in the destination experience, the more relevant becomes 
destination attributes in providing that desired experience” [15]. In particular, tourists’ special onsite 
experiences evoke positive emotions such as joy, pleasure, fun, happiness, and pride. As a result, 
tourists evaluate the attributes of the destination positively and ultimately experience favorable 
feelings towards the place [15,52]. Furthermore, despite the fundamental importance of involvement, 
as mentioned earlier, in the context of sports tourism, no study has explored how personal 
involvement and destination image synergizes. Given the lack of empirical evidence regarding 
sporting event tourists’ involvement, this study can serve as a reference for future studies. 

Second, while identifying the relationship between destination image and place attachment, we 
were mindful of the arguments of previous tourism studies which concluded that destination image 
is central to the understanding of place attachment. For example, in conducting their research in 
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sporting event tourism, Kaplanidou et al. [55] underlined that the destination’s image played a 
pivotal role in building place attachment because sports tourists were susceptible to destination 
atmosphere, cultural context, and event characteristics; these elements were associated with the 
formation of strong place attachment. Tsai [72] also provided supportive evidence for the relationship. 
The author examined the relationships among destination image, quality, place attachment, 
satisfaction, and intentions, arguing that tourists with a favorable destination image would feel 
attached to the destination because if they enjoyed an emotional experience in the destination, they 
were more likely to intuit meaningful symbolism of the destination. In recent years, Kani, Aziz, 
Sambasivan and Bojei [73] explored the antecedents and consequences of destination image, 
indicating destination image’s association with place attachment. Similarly, Jiang, Ramkissoon, 
Mavondo, and Feng [74] investigated the relationships between destination image, existential 
authenticity, and dimensions of place attachment and they reported an indirect effect of destination 
image and place attachment. Thus, our advice for destination management or event marketers is to 
hone their knowledge through research on destination image [4]. 

Third, this study responds to the rising need for tourism researchers to consider the critical 
concept of place attachment in developing tourist behavioral models. For years, extant research has 
explored place attachment in various disciplines including environmental psychology and 
geography. However, in past tourism literature, relatively few works have been devoted to place 
attachment; thus, recent tourism studies have focused on place attachment to understand tourist 
behaviors better [16]. Accordingly, this study responds to recent calls and presents empirical 
evidence that place attachment leads to behavioral intention. This finding supports previous works 
that have explored the role of place attachment in boosting loyalty (akin to behavioral intentions). 
For instance, Yuksel, Yuksel, and Bilim [75] examined the relationships among place attachment, 
tourist satisfaction, and loyalty. They concluded that place attachment acts as an antecedent of loyalty 
behaviors. Similarly, drawing upon the theory of place attachment, Yi, Fu, Jin and Okumus [76] 
constructed a model of exhibition attachment and showed that both exhibition dependence and 
exhibition identity have an impact on attendees’ loyalty. Therefore, creating and managing place 
attachment in target tourists’ minds should be prioritized to increase behavioral intentions. 

Fourth, our study aids the sports tourism literature by exploring the mediating role of place 
attachment in the relation between destination image and behavioral intentions. As far as 
understanding goes, this is the first study that incorporates place attachment as a mediator in this 
relation in the sports tourism literature. Furthermore, the result demonstrates that place attachment 
has a full mediating effect and confirms that behavioral intention is indirectly influenced by 
destination image via place attachment. This implies that place attachment should be regarded as an 
essential factor to stimulate sporting event tourists’ behavioral intentions. As such, the finding helps 
bridge this gap in sports tourism research and broadens our understanding of the relation between 
destination image and behavioral intentions. 

Contrary to our expectations based on previous studies, destination image did not influence 
behavioral intentions. There are some plausible reasons that may explain this result. First, tourists 
have a natural tendency to seek new destinations even when they are satisfied with the destinations 
they have already visited. Conducting research on international tourists’ satisfaction and destination 
loyalty, McDowall [77] mentioned that tourists value new experiences and destinations more than 
the guaranteed satisfaction from a previously visited destination. Similarly, Pratt, and Sparks [78] 
analyzed an integrated structural model of destination image and self-congruity to predict intention 
to visit a wine region. They argued that the destination’s image had nothing to do with intention to 
visit. Second, the characteristics of our sample differed from those of the samples in previous sporting 
event tourism studies. Here, we collected research data from international sports tourists. 
Contrastingly, other studies have concentrated on groups of domestic tourists [16], recognizing that 
there are differences in perceptions between international and domestic tourists [8]. Third, the 
research setting here differed from those of prior studies. Demonstrating the link between destination 
image and behavioral intentions, Ramkissoon, and Uysal [17] examined their theoretical model using 
data collected from tourists in the context of cultural tourism. Our study finds that, in the context of 
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sporting events, behavioral intentions are not influenced by destination image. However, as 
discussed above, since behavioral intentions are indirectly influenced by destination image through 
place attachment, destination marketers should not underestimate the power of place attachment in 
building behavioral intentions. 

Our study offers important practical implications for sustainable sports tourism. To strengthen 
personal involvement, it is imperative for event marketers to organize various enjoyable activities 
such as fan signing, prize and ticket giveaways, music performances, charity campaigns, and local 
goods exhibitions. Such ancillary events or performances can stimulate personal involvement. To 
generate positive destination image and place attachment, first, destination marketers should offer 
tourists detailed information concerning the sporting event, lodging, public transportation, 
restaurants, and local attractions on the official website or through associated marketing material [13]. 
Such useful information provides tourists with additional knowledge about the destination to help 
them reach the destination easily and further their enjoyment of the tourism experience. Second, well-
educated employees or trained volunteers should be employed at stadiums to welcome tourists with 
kindness. If employees or volunteers are brusque, tourists are likely to react negatively, thereby 
diminishing the positive image of the host city. Third, security should be reinforced to ensure the 
safety of tourists. If tourists are not worried about their safety at the destination, their trust in and the 
likelihood of revisiting the destination will increase. 

Although our study has improved our knowledge of how to build sustainable sports tourism 
through our examination of multiple variables, it has some limitations. First, it would be interesting 
to analyze additional antecedents of destination image (e.g., event quality, novelty seeking, tourist 
experience, and self-congruity) to broaden our understanding of destination image. Second, it would 
be fruitful to explore other mediating variables (e.g., positive emotions) in the relation between 
destination image and behavioral intentions to provide a more thorough understanding and 
framework of tourist behaviors. Third, it would be of value to examine other moderating variables, 
such as destination familiarity, destination personality, destination social responsibility, and 
perceived risk, to improve the accuracy of the proposed model. Finally, these findings are limited to 
one sporting event, and data were collected at a specific place and time of year. Consequently, our 
findings cannot be generalized to event sport tourists. Future research could study event sport 
tourists at various sporting events and locations so that its results may be generalized. 
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