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Abstract

:

This study explores the decision-making process of tourists visiting Guilin, China as an ecotourism destination. An extended model of goal-directed behavior with the inclusion of place attachment and destination image is employed to understand tourists’ revisit intention. This study finds several substantial variables that contribute to leading the behavioral intention of tourists. Results reveal that tourist attitude, positive anticipated emotion, and perceived behavioral control positively influence desire. Tourist desire to visit a destination is an important predictor of behavioral intention, and desire plays a substantial mediating role between attitude, positive anticipated emotion, perceived behavioral control, and behavioral intention. The image of an ecotourism destination is an important antecedent of attitude, perceived behavioral control, and subjective norm. The destination image indirectly influences behavioral intention through attitude, subjective norm, and perceived behavioral control. Destination image also has a direct effect on place attachment, which in turn influences behavioral intention. Findings provide a theoretical framework of understanding tourist behavior and contribute guidelines for developing sustainable ecotourism for central and local governments.






Keywords:


model of goal-directed behavior; Guilin; destination image; sustainable development; decision-making process












1. Introduction


Tourism is the world’s largest economic sector [1]. In particular, China is one of the largest outbound markets and inbound tourism destinations, thereby continuously contributing to the country’s economic growth [2]. China provides a stable source of tourists worldwide, who made 131 million international departures in 2017 [2]. China is a popular tourist destination that attracts a large number of international and domestic tourists [1]. In China, inbound tourists reached nearly 300 million in 2018, whereas domestic tourists were 5.5 billion [3]. Seeing the rapid growth in the Chinese tourism industry, the government has emphasized the importance of sustainable tourism [4]. In particular, the “all-for-one tourism” policy integrates all economic and social resources of a region to promote sustainability in the tourism development process [5].



Guilin is one of the earliest developed and the most popular ecotourism destinations in China. Guilin has many popular natural and cultural resources to promote ecotourism. For instance, the Li River of Guilin was designated as a World Heritage Site in 2014 [6] and Yangshuo in Guilin was established as the observation point for scenic views and nature by the United Nations World Tourism Organization in 2009 [7]. In addition, Longsheng Longji terraces in Guilin reflect the ancient terrace farming civilization and ethnic ways of life and customs of Zhuang, Yao, and other minority groups [8]. Thus, as a popular ecotourism destination, Guilin is the most popular destination in Southern China, with more than 100 million domestic and international tourists in 2018 [9], and represents one of the most famous ecotourism destinations in China, providing tourists with a rich “Chinese experience” [10]. Guilin’s tourism market has rapidly developed after the Chinese exploration, participation, and development periods [11]. To promote sustainable tourism in Guilin, it is important to understand tourists’ decision-making processes because maintaining a substantial number of tourists is a necessary condition for sustainable tourism development [12]. In this regard, there is a need to examine how touristic experiences in nature influence key psychological variables that lead to tourists’ behavior.



In the sociological and psychological literature, the “attitude–behavior” research paradigm has provided a theoretical foundation to understand individuals’ decision-making processes and behaviors [13]. Perugini and Bagozzi [14] proposed a model which provides a comprehensive theoretical basis for in-depth understanding of tourists’ behavior, namely a model of goal-directed behavior (MGB). Building upon rational behavior and planned behavior theories, MGB emphasizes the important role of emotions, motivation, and desire in individual behavioral decision-making [14]. In particular, MGB asserts that attitude, subjective norm, perceived behavioral control, positive and negative anticipated emotions, and desire influence individuals’ behavior. In the tourism literature, recent studies supported that adding key psychological variables in an extended model of goal-directed behavior (EMGB) can increase the exploratory power of the model [15,16,17].



In order to explore the decision-making process of tourists visiting Guilin as an ecotourism site, the current study employed EMGB. The unique contribution of this study is to extend MGB by including two key variables (tourism destination image and place attachment) in the model to better understand tourists’ experiences and behavior in the context of an ecotourism destination. The findings of this study highlight key factors that influence tourists’ intentions to visit the ecotourism site and examines the causal relationships among main constructs in EMGB. In the following section, the relevant literature will be reviewed and synthesized to explain the key concepts of sustainable tourism and propose the EMGB. Then, the process of data collection and analysis will be described. Based on the findings of this study, theoretical and practical implications will be discussed.




2. Literature Review


2.1. Sustainability and Ecotourism


In tourism, sustainability is considered to have three pillars: environment, economy, and people. In this regard, sustainable tourism is defined as “tourism that is ecologically benign, economically feasible and socially acceptable—is thus contingent on environmental protection and reconciling tourism activities with local socio-economic values” [18] (p. 1000) According to Balmey [19], many concepts related to sustainable tourism provide the definitional basis for ecotourism as well. Focusing on socio-economic aspects of sustainability, Wall [20] asserted that ecotourism is a solution to environmental as well as economic issues, particularly for underdeveloped countries. Hall and Lew [21] argued that ecotourism is not just an “overlap between nature tourism and sustainable tourism”, but, instead, it goes beyond by encompassing social dimensions of sustainability.



To promote ecotourism, it is important to consider the interactions and relationships among stakeholders in a destination [22,23]. Beaumont [24] highlighted that ecotourism helps communities in identification of alternate resources for their livelihood, which are more sustainable in terms of benefits to local residents. Multiple benefits of ecotourism were investigated in the literature, which contribute positively towards sustainable conservation of resources, including natural resources, biodiversity, tourism enterprises, and local businesses as well [25]. Likewise, ecotourism is key to making tourism more sustainable by exploring and managing series of tourists’ activities to attract more visitors, offering them opportunities to interact with nature, and not only preserving flora and fauna in the region, but also allowing incoming tourists and local inhabitants to continue to enjoy the quality of a destination. Hence, understanding tourists’ decision-making processes is important to promote the sustainability of an ecotourism destination.




2.2. Theoretical Framework: EMGB


To examine tourists’ decision-making processes in the context of the ecotourism destination of Guilin, the current study adopted and extended MGB. MGB has been widely used to predict individuals’ behavior, developed from the theory of reasoned action and the theory of planned behavior [14]. Although key variables of the theory of reasoned action and theory of planned behavior are included and redefined in MGB, MGB encompasses the role of motivation and emotional factors. Van der Pligt and de Vries [26] emphasize the importance of anticipated affect in relation to behavior. Specifically, MGB establishes causal relationships among seven factors, namely attitude, subjective norm, perceived behavioral control, positive and negative anticipated emotions, desire, and behavioral intention.



An individual supportive or unsupportive response to particular behavior is called attitude [14]. Subjective norm is an emotional approval or objection to an important person performing a specific behavior [14]. Perceived behavioral control refers to an individual’s control of external factors, such as time and money, when conducting specific behaviors [14]. Anticipated emotion is an individual’s positive or negative emotional expectation before conducting a specific behavior [16]. Desire is a mental state based on motivation, where an individual performs a particular behavior [16]. Behavioral intention is an individual’s belief and will to conduct a specific behavior, indicating one’s subjective behavioral tendency [16]. Behavioral intention is directly influenced by attitude, subjective norm, and perceived behavioral control [16]. Furthermore, behavioral intention is indirectly influenced by attitude, subjective norm, and perceived behavioral control, and anticipated positive and negative emotions through desire [16]. Previous studies supported that MGB has a better ability to predict behavior, and its application range is more extensive than the theory of planned behavior [17,27].



Perugini and Bagozzi [14] pointed out that MGB can be extended by adding new variables, which are relevant to a given study setting and context, to improve the ability of MGB to predict individual intention or behavior. Several tourism researchers emphasized that key tourism concepts can be added to improve the prediction of tourist behavior [16,17,27,28]. New variables in EMGB must (a) reflect specific behavioral characteristics, (b) affect the decision-making process and behavior, and (c) be conceptually independent of existing variables [14]. Previous studies provided empirical evidence of improving the exploratory power of the model by adding appropriate new variables, such as tourist visa reductions [17], responsible gambling strategy awareness [27], environmental concern, perceived customer effects, and environmentally friendly tourism activities [16]. The current study added and tested two key factors in EMGB, tourism destination image, and place attachment, to understand tourists’ revisit intention to an ecotourism destination.




2.3. Effects of Destination Image


Hunt [29] postulated that destination image is an individual’s overall perception of landscape, environment, language, and vision of a place. Similarly, Lin and Huang [30] conceptualized destination image as an individual’s perception or associated memory about a particular place. Crouch [31] found that destination image plays an important role in tourist destination selection and influences different aspects of the tourist decision-making process, including information search for destination attractions, evaluation of different destination choices, and finally destination selection. Information search and destination choice are influenced by the tourist’s previous experience and memory regarding the destination. Chen and Phou [32] examined the relationship between destination image and tourist intention of destination choice and found that destination image positively influences the tourist destination choice, which is helpful in building the tourist’s positive attitude/behavior towards the destination. Conversely, the tourist’s dissatisfaction with the destination develops a negative destination image that consequently leads to a change in visit plans for that destination [33].



Destination image has been regarded as a key factor to understand the tourist experience and behavior. Early studies defined destination image as the sum of tourists’ feelings, thoughts, ideas, and all knowledge concerning tourism destinations [34,35]. Destination image is conceptualized as a multifaceted, subjective, dynamic [36], and interactive concept and therefore measured with multiple dimensions [37]. For example, researchers attempted to capture the sequential development status of destination image: original, induced, and composite images [38]. Composite image, or the comprehensive impression of tourists’ original and induced image after the visit, is considered the focus of the destination image. Baloglu and McCleary [34] divided destination image into cognitive, emotional, and overall images. Cognitive image of the tourist is the sum of his two attributes, i.e., collective measure of his belief and knowledge of site physical attributes [39]. Affective image refers to the overall feelings and emotions of tourists toward the destination [35]. Similarly, a tripartite perspective of destination image (i.e., affective, cognitive, and conative image) has been supported in previous studies [40]. In this respect, the present study conceptualized destination image as a multifaceted concept with cognitive and affective images and operationalized as a second-order factor.



Researchers proposed a positive relationship between destination image and attitude [41]. Tourists are inclined to have a positive attitude when they have positive images of the destination [41,42,43,44]. In their study on tourists’ revisit intention regarding the Oriental Medicine Festival, Song et al. [41] found that the image of Chinese medicine considerably influences tourists’ attitudes. Jalilvand et al. [42] showed that destination image has a positive and substantial influence on international tourists’ attitudes when visiting Isfahan, Iran. Moreover, destination image is an important factor affecting the decision of tourists to visit or not. Previous studies supported the notion that destination image affects the subjective norm and perceived behavioral control of tourists. Park et al. [43] conducted a study on the decision-making behavior of Chinese students visiting Japan. In this study, the national image of Japan directly or indirectly influenced the attitudes, subjective norm, and perceived behavioral control of Chinese students’ intention to visit. Guido et al. [44] conducted a study on the behavior of purchasing organic foods by using theory of planned behavior. They found that the image of organic food has a considerable positive effect on attitudes, subjective norm, and perceived behavioral control. Proposing the effects of destination image on attitude, subjective norm, and perceived behavioral control, we hypothesize that:



Hypothesis (H1a).

Destination image will have a positive influence on attitude.





Hypothesis (H1b).

Destination image will have a positive influence on subjective norm.





Hypothesis (H1c).

Destination image will have a positive influence on perceived behavioral control.






2.4. Effects of Place Attachment


Place attachment refers to the emotional and psychological connections formed via interactions between people and specific places, which include tourist destinations [45]. Place attachment theory is developed from place theory and attachment theory. Place attachment is an important concept to understand human–land relations in geography and social psychology. Tuan [46] first discovered an emotional connection between people and their place of residence, which is called topophilia. Attachment theory originates from the relationships between mother and child, person and person, and person and specific things [47]. Therefore, place attachment postulates an emotional relationship between people and places. Williams and Roggenbuck [48] divided place attachment into place dependence and place identity. Place dependence refers to an individual’s dependence on the function of the place to achieve certain effects [49]. Place identity possesses individuals’ cognitive and emotional attachment to the place as they identify themselves in relation to the place [49]. Researchers also measured place attachment in terms of community connectedness and sense of community ownership towards place and nature [50]. Numerous tourism researchers have adopted a multidimensional concept of place attachment to understand tourist experiences and behavior [47,48,51,52]. The continuous interaction of tourists and a tourist destination forms a strong emotional connection. Place attachment is not static but dynamic and changed by time spent and information available [50]. An accurate understanding of the dynamics of place attachment contributes to the development of tourism marketing and strategies. Place attachment is a useful factor to explain how an emotional relationship with a destination affects tourists’ attitudes and behaviors.



Veasna, Wu, and Huang [53] studied the behavior of international tourists visiting the World Heritage Sites of Angkor Wat, Cambodia, and Taipei 101, Taiwan. They found that destination image has a considerably positive influence on place attachment. Kaplanidou et al. [54] found a clear relationship between destination image and place dependence in their online study on participants’ behaviors during tourism sports celebrations. The image of the celebration positively influenced place dependence. Prayagl and Ryan [55] studied the behavior of business travelers in Mauritius. In this study, as the perception and evaluation of the tourist destination become positive, tourists form an attachment to the destination. In the case of Taiwan Hakka as a tourist attraction, Hou et al. [56] showed that the image perception of cultural tourism positively affects place attachment. Thus, the present study proposes the following hypothesis:



Hypothesis (H2).

Destination image will have a positive influence on place attachment.





Place attachment has a substantial influence on tourist behavior. Tsai [47] found that place dependence and place identity positively influenced international tourists’ revisits to Singapore. Brown et al. [57] studied the relationships among tourists’ place attachment, evaluation of the host country’s image, satisfaction, and revisit intention during the 2012 Olympic Games in London. Walker and Chapman [58] found that place attachment contributes positively to pro-environmental activities and is a strong predictor of residents’ actions towards their environment. Moreover, Halpenny [59] studied the park visitors’ behavioral intentions and found that visitors’ place attachment is significantly related with pro-environmental behavioral intention. Kelly [60] asserted that place attachment shapes behavioral intention and motivates local residents to contribute positively to environmental initiatives like volunteering and environmental conservation.



Place attachment was found to have a direct and substantially positive effect on revisit intention. Ramkissoon [61] conducted a survey of tourists visiting the African islands and found that tourists are inclined to revisit these destinations as their attachment to the places intensifies. Hence, the current study posits the following hypothesis:



Hypothesis (H3).

Place attachment will have a positive influence on behavioral intention.






2.5. Factors in MGB Influencing Behavioral Intention


Numerous tourism studies using MGB have supported the structural relationships among variables including attitude, subjective norm, perceived behavioral control, emotions, desire, and behavioral intention. Huang et al. [62] adopted MGB to understand the willingness of tourists during sudden public health incidents. They found that attitude, positive and negative anticipated emotions, and perceived behavioral control have positive effects on desire.



In recent years, numerous researchers have applied MGB in various domains and revealed that subjective norm, perceived behavioral control, and attitude are contributing factors towards desire formation [63,64,65]. For example, Esposito et al. [63], using MGB, examined individual physical activity and found subjective norm, perceived behavioral control, and attitude to be significant contributors towards desire to perform physical activity.



Furthermore, desire had a positive impact on behavioral intention. Similar patterns were found in the study of Ji and Nie [15] on Chinese tourists’ gaming intentions through MGB. Song et al. [16] applied MGB to investigate tourists’ revisit intention to the Boryeong Mud Festival. Their study found that attitude, subjective norm, and positive anticipated emotion significantly affect desire. Moreover, desire and perceived behavioral control significantly influenced revisit intention, with a high explanatory power of 71.5% [16]. Lee et al. [28] applied MGB to understand parents’ cognition of teenagers’ horse riding. They found that perceived behavioral control and positive and negative anticipated emotions significantly affect desire, which strongly influences behavioral intention, with 60.1% of explanatory power. Note that the negative anticipated emotion used a double negative form (e.g., if I cannot revisit Guilin, then I will be disappointed) to maintain a consistent sentence pattern with other variables, assuming that it has a positive impact on desire.



Hypothesis (H4a).

Attitude will have a positive influence on desire.





Hypothesis (H4b).

Subjective norm will have a positive influence on desire.





Hypothesis (H4c).

Positive anticipated emotion will have a positive influence on desire.





Hypothesis (H4d).

Negative anticipated emotion will have a positive influence on desire.





Hypothesis (H4e).

Perceived behavioral control will have a positive influence on desire.





Hypothesis (H4f).

Perceived behavioral control will have a positive influence on behavioral intention.





Hypothesis (H4g).

Desire will have a positive influence on behavioral intention.





On the basis of the hypotheses, this study proposes a research model as depicted in Figure 1. Building upon EMGB, this study included destination image and place attachment to examine the decision-making process of tourists in Guilin. Place attachment and destination image were conceptualized as a second-order factor. Place attachment is measured with two dimensions (place dependence and place identity). Destination image is measured with cognitive and affective images.





3. Research Method


3.1. Study Setting: Guilin


As shown in Figure 2, Guilin has popular ecotourism resources and strategically promotes the sustainable development of ecotourism [5]. For instance, karst caves and landforms are popular scenic spots providing unique tourist experiences. Tourists are allowed to enter the karst caves, view stalactites, and learn about karst landforms. Known as one of the 15 most beautiful rivers in the world [66], the Lijiang River Scenic Zone in Guilin (“Li River” hereafter) is famous for its exquisite mountains and water basins, where tourists can enjoy the scenery and be close with nature. In 2004, Guilin Yangshuo became the first Global Observatory on Sustainable Tourism in China, established by the United Nations World Tourism Organization [7]. In 2014, the Li River was included in the World Natural Heritage List, recognizing its natural beauty and value of karst landforms. Moreover, rice terraces in Guilin Longsheng were designated as a Globally Important Agricultural Heritage System in 2010 by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations. Traditional methods of cultivation have been well preserved and provide tourists with unique experiences of observing how diversified planting modes and landscape patterns considerably increase the diversity of species. With its rich natural and cultural resources, Guilin is a popular destination for tourists who have primary travel motivations of enjoying and experiencing nature.




3.2. Measures


Destination image consisted of 2 dimensions, including cognition image and affective image, with 4 items each [67]. Place attachment consisted of place identity and place dependence with 3 items each [68]. The measurement items for 7 constructs in MGB were adopted from previous studies [14,16,17], including attitude with 3 items, subject norms with 3 items, perceived behavioral control with 3 items, positive anticipated emotion with 4 items, negative anticipated emotion with 4 items, desire with 4 items, and behavioral intention with 4 items. All items were measured on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” For content validity experts in the area were invited to review these items. Thereafter, a pre-test was conducted with 40 tourists to ensure the readability of the questionnaire. Certain unclear items were modified for clarity.




3.3. Data Collection and Analysis


An onsite survey was conducted with tourists visiting Guilin from 1 October to 16 October 2017. A self-administered questionnaire was distributed to tourists by ten well-trained field researchers who are doctoral students majoring in tourism management. The field researchers contacted tourists in several scenic spots, such as the Li River, Xi Street, Sliver Cave, and Elephant Trunk Hill, which are popular ecotourism sites in Guilin. After confirming that a potential respondent spent enough time to explore ecotourism attractions in Guilin, the field researchers shared the purpose of the study with respondents and invited them to the survey. Using convenient sampling method, 506 questionnaires were collected. However, only 486 responses were used in the analysis after excluding 20 incomplete responses.



SPSS 19.0 and AMOS 22.0 were used to analyze the data. This study analyzed the measurement model by using confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) and a structural equation model (SEM) to examine the cause-and-effect relationships among constructors in the MGB model.





4. Results


4.1. Respondents’ Profile


A total of 257 male (52.9%) and 229 female (47.1%) tourists participated (Table 1). The largest proportion of respondents were aged from 20 to 29 years old (43%), followed by 30 to 39 years old (27%), under 20 years old (13.8%), 40 to 49 years old (7.8%), and 50 to 59 years old (4.5%). Respondents over 60 years old were the smallest group (3.9%). The majority of respondents had 4-year university degrees (54.7%), followed by 2-year college degree holders (18.1%), high school graduates (15.4%), and undergraduate students (18.1%). Relatives (39.1%) and friends (38.3%) accounted for nearly 80% of travel companions, followed by solo travelers (10.1%), groups (7.8%), or with others (4.7%). For the purpose of visit, 68.7% of respondents selected “leisure and vacation.” The remainder of respondents opted for “visiting relatives and friends” (10.3%), “business” (6.1%), “health treatment” (1.2%), “food” (7%), and others (6.7%).




4.2. Measurement Model


A two-step approach was used to test the proposed research model. First, this study conducted CFA to test the measurement model, followed by SEM to examine the proposed relationships among latent variables. Table 2 reveals the results of CFA. Goodness-of-fit indices of the measurement model were acceptable (CMIN/DF = 2.055(<3), GFI = 0.898 (close to 0.9), RMSEA = 0.044(<0.08), NFI = 0.911(>0.9), NNFI = 0.946(>0.9), CFI = 0.952(>0.9) [68,69]. The fitness index is in line with the reference value range, although the GFI is close to 0.90. Factor loading of observed variables ranged from 0.612 to 0.891 and average variance extracted (AVE) ranged from 0.528 to 0.811 (Table 3), which is greater than 0.5, thereby confirming convergent validity. Each factor has high internal reliability (Cronbach’s ɑ = 0.82–0.94; composite reliability = 0.715–0.923) [69].



Discriminant validity was tested by using the most rigorous e method of comparing the AVE and squared correlation coefficient (Ɣ2) of the factors. If AVE > Ɣ2, then discriminant validity is supported. Table 3 indicates the correlations between the factors and AVE scores. The correlation coefficient between desire and BI was the highest (Ɣ = 0.813). However, the AVE of desire (0.660) was smaller than the squared correlation coefficient between desire and behavioral intention (Ɣ2 = 0.661). Thus, the discriminant validity between desire and behavioral intention can be judged further to see if the confidence interval does not contain 1. If the confidence interval (Ɣ2 ± 2 × standard error) of two constructors does not contain 1, then discriminant validity between the constructors is supported. The confidence interval of desire and BI ranged from 0.740 to 0.879; thus, discriminant validity was supported [68,70]. The second largest correlation coefficient between desire and positive anticipated emotion of the correlation was 0.800, whose squared value (Ɣ2 = 0.640) is less than the AVE of desire (0.761) and the AVE of positive anticipated emotion (0.811). Thus, discriminant validity was supported between desire and positive anticipated emotion. The AVEs of other constructs were greater than the squared correlation coefficients (AVE > Ɣ2), thereby supporting discriminant validity.




4.3. Structural Model and Hypothesis Testing


The structural model had acceptable fit in terms of absolute fit index (χ2 (CMIN/DF) = 1410(2.084), GFI = 0.868, RMSEA = 0.047) and incremental fit index (NFI = 0.878, NNFI = 0.933, CFI = 0.932), although GFI and NFI were close to 0.9 [71].



Figure 3 shows the structural relationships among latent variables in the EMGB. Destination image positively influenced attitude (β = 0.811, p < 0.001), subjective norm (β = 0.689, p < 0.001), and perceived behavioral control (β = 0.441, p < 0.001). Thus, Hypothesis (H1a), Hypothesis (H1b), and Hypothesis (H1c): were supported. Destination image also positively influenced place attachment (β = 0.670, p < 0.001), thereby making Hypothesis (H2) acceptable. Attitude (β = 0.109, p < 0.05), positive anticipated emotion (β = 0.678, p < 0.001), and perceived behavioral control (β = 0.076, p < 0.05) positively affected desire, thereby making Hypothesis (H4a), Hypothesis (H4c), and Hypothesis (H4e) acceptable. Perceived behavioral control (β = 0.077, p < 0.05) and desire (β = 0.624, p < 0.001) positively affected behavioral intention, thereby making Hypothesis (H4f) and Hypothesis (H4g) acceptable. Place attachment (β = 0.332, p < 0.001) positively affected behavioral intention, thereby making Hypothesis (H2) acceptable. The model’s explanatory power for behavioral intention reached 74%. However, the effects of subjective norm and negative anticipated emotion on desire were not significant, thereby rejecting Hypothesis (H4b) and Hypothesis (H4d).





5. Conclusions and Implications


This study attempted to understand the decision-making process of tourists in conjunction with sustainability. EMGB was developed by including two important variables for tourists: destination image and place attachment. Unlike other types of tourists (e.g., urban tourists, dark tourists, and business tourists), travel motivations and attitudes of tourists are closely related to the destination image of unpolluted nature and a sense of attachment to a particular destination. Moreover, this study revealed that not only tourists’ rational but also their emotions in an ecotourism destination influence revisit intention. By examining the case of tourists’ experience in the nature of Guilin, the study findings provide meaningful theoretical and practical implications. The contribution of this study to the tourism literature is threefold. Firstly, the findings provide a theoretical framework for understanding tourist behavior and contribute to developing guidelines for sustainable ecotourism for the central and local governments. Secondly, the findings emphasize the role of destination image and place attachment to increase the tourist’s environmental sensitivity and thus make an ecotourism destination economically viable and culturally appropriate. Thirdly, the consideration of sustainability goals of ecotourism (i.e., environmental, socio-cultural, and economic sustainability) provides practical implications to promote sustainable tourism in the region.



The findings reveal that EMGB is a useful theoretical framework to understand tourists’ revisit intentions. EMGB successfully accounted for cognitive, emotional, and motivational factors. In line with previous EMGB studies [16,17,27], this study supports that adding key psychological variables to MGB can increase the predictability of tourists’ revisit intentions. The findings showed that destination image and place attachment are key psychological factors to understand tourists’ decision-making in the ecotourism destination by reflecting the unique tourism destination characteristics of Guilin. Similar to the findings of previous studies [31,32,33], this study supports that destination image influences tourists’ destination choices. Destination image had a direct effect on place attachment, attitude, and perceived behavioral control. Destination image also had an indirect effect on behavioral intention through place attachment, attitude, perceived behavioral control, and desire (β = 0.333 = 0.670 × 0.332 + 0.441 × 0077 + 0.624 × 0.124, p < 0.05). In addition, place attachment is an important variable to predict tourists’ activities and behavior, particularly in the case of ecotourism [57,58,59]. In a similar fashion, this study revealed that place attachment positively influences tourists’ intention to revisit.



The findings confirmed the important roles of key factors in MGB. Tourism researchers postulated that emotional factors are important in the sustainable development of ecotourism destinations [14]. Similarly, this study found that positive anticipated emotion had the strongest effect on desire. The present study showed that positive anticipated emotion substantially affects desire, supporting the notion that the emotional variable is the main factor in choosing an ecotourism destination. Perceived behavioral control directly influenced desire and had direct and indirect effects on behavioral intention. In the present study, however, the effects of subjective norm and negative anticipated emotion on desire were not substantial. One potential explanation of this finding may be attributable to a suppression effect. The results are similar to the study of Huang et al. [62] indicating that the effect of subjective norm is not significant. This finding may be explained by the fact that tourist behavior is not strongly affected by others, and desire originates from tourists themselves. The findings may reflect that the fundamental purpose of ecotourism is associated with intrapersonal motivations. By extending MGB, one important contribution of this study is to provide a comprehensive picture to illustrate the complex interrelationships between key factors in MGB and destination image and place attachment.



In addition, the present study provides useful practical implications for the sustainable development of Guilin’s ecotourism. The enhancement of positive anticipated emotion and enjoyable tourist experiences may complement the effect of external constraints, such as time and funds. Local travel agencies should ensure that the emotional expectation of tourists visiting Guilin can provide a good experience. The ecological image of Guilin is popular in China because rivers and mountains in Guilin are introduced in Chinese primary school textbooks. Emerging technologies (e.g., virtual reality and augmented reality) can be used as powerful destination marketing tools. Such marketing tools can be used for entertainment and enjoyment, which leads to an increase positive anticipated emotion. Such marketing efforts can be developed to continually attract tourists to the natural and cultural beauty of Guilin. Moreover, a significant positive relationship between positive anticipated emotion and desire has meaningful practical implications for marketers. This finding suggests that tourism marketers should take the responsibility to make visitors/tourists feel excited and happy so that their desire should motivate them to visit that destination again. As behavioral intention is predicted by desire, tourism can be sustained by keeping the tourist’s desire alive. For successful destination promotion, local governments should understand tourist desire in an ecotourism destination. Unlike urban tourism, ecotourists tend to have a strong desire to enjoy and appreciate the nature and culture. Developing marketing strategies to appeal ecotourist desire would be the key for the sustainable ecotourism in Guilin. Moreover, positive behavioral control was found to be significantly related to behavioral intention and desire. Tourists’ volitional control mechanism may be one of the key predictors of destination choice; therefore, there is a need for marketers to understand the psychological mechanism between desire and behavioral intention.



Constructing positive and concrete destination images from tourists’ on-site experiences is important. However, the perception of destination image is dynamic [52]. Destination image in tourists’ minds can be changed as tourists gain further insights from their visits and as time progresses. Tourism marketing should reduce exaggerated slogans and photographs to maintain consistency and unity of the destination image. This suggestion can improve the emotional connection of tourists with destinations. The smaller the image perception gap is between pre and post visit by tourists, the closer the emotional connection is to the place. Tourists’ feelings toward destinations are created from what they see, hear, and feel during their travels. Previous studies found that a positive image of uniqueness and authenticity [52,54] and strong memories created in a destination [54,55] become triggers to enhance tourists’ cognitive and emotional attachment to the destination. Unique tourism features of Guilin can be used to enhance place attachment. For instance, the performance of Impression Liu Sanjie reflects the unique traditional culture of Chinese ethnic minorities in Guilin. Establishing humane tourist facilities, friendly tour guide services, a safe travel environment, and friendly local residents should all be noted as important factors influencing tourists’ visits to promote sustainability in ecotourism destinations.



Tourists’ behavioral decision-making is often subject to time and economic constraints, implying that tourists are likely to revisit when they have enough time and money. The tourism industry will be able to increase tourists’ revisits through the development of cost-effective tourism products. Local and central governments need to improve transportation systems (e.g., express railway and direct international flights) to increase accessibility and shorten travel time. Government officials should keep in mind that ecotourists visit the destination to enjoy its natural and cultural attractions. In ecotourism destinations, tourism development should be implemented based on the government’s guideline of sustainability to protect and preserve environmental and cultural resources. Thus, the promotion of ecotourism potentially contributes to sustainability by protecting natural resources, maintaining biodiversity, ensuring that local businesses and economy thrive, and supporting local communities [21,25].



Tourists’ ethics and environmental attitudes may impact the relationship between attitude towards an ecotourism destination and visitation. It is therefore suggested that future research should consider variables like pro-social behavior, environmental attitude, and tourist ethical judgment to extend the EMGB theory. As tourists have group differences in terms of gender, place of residence, and degree of pro-environmental attitude, it is recommended that future studies should consider multi-group analysis. Future studies should increase the sample size and collect a more homogeneous group of tourists by specifying their travel motivations, activities, or pro-environmental attitude. This study has a limitation in its data collection. The data were collected only in October, which is the most popular tourism season in Guilin. Considering potential seasonal effects on the quality of tourist experience, future studies should put more effort into collecting the data throughout the year and compare differences in peak and off-peak seasons. Moreover, longitudinal studies to track how the experience in nature could change tourists’ attitudes and behavior would be interesting. To better understand the overall operating mechanism and linkage between sustainability and ecotourism, it is required to consider the diverse perspectives of local residents, governments, tourism suppliers, and other stakeholders on the sustainable development of Guilin’s tourism.
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Figure 1. Proposed research model. Note: PD: place dependence, PI: place identity, TDI: tourism destination image, CI: cognitive image, AI: affective image, ATT: attitude, SN: subjective norm, PAE: positive anticipated emotion, NAE: negative anticipated emotion, PBC: perceived behavioral control, DE: desire, BI: behavioral intention. 
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Figure 2. Ecotourism resources and scenic views of Guilin. Note: Li River (top left and right); karst cave (bottom left); rice terraces (bottom right); the pictures are courtesy of Shanghai Tuchong Network Technology Co., LTD of China. 
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Figure 3. Results of SEM. 
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Table 1. Respondents’ Profile.
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Variable

	
n

	
%

	
Variable

	
n

	
%






	
Gender

	
Male

	
257

	
52.9

	
Age

	
<20

	
67

	
13.8




	
Female

	
229

	
47.1

	
20–29

	
209

	
43.0




	
Education level

	
High school

	
75

	
15.4

	
30–39

	
131

	
27.0




	
2-year college

	
88

	
18.1

	
40–49

	
38

	
7.8




	
4-year university

	
266

	
54.7

	
50–59

	
22

	
4.5




	
Undergraduate

	
57

	
11.8

	
60s or over

	
19

	
3.9




	
Purpose of visit

	
Leisure and vacation

	
334

	
68.7

	
Company

	
Relatives

	
190

	
39.1




	
Visiting relatives and friends

	
50

	
10.3

	
Friends

	
186

	
38.3




	
Business

	
30

	
6.1

	
Solo travelers

	
49

	
10.1




	
Health treatment

	
6

	
1.2

	
Groups

	
38

	
7.8




	
Food

	
34

	
7.0

	
Others

	
23

	
4.7




	
Others

	
32

	
6.7

	
Total

	
486

	
100
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Table 2. Results of Confirmatory Factor Analysis.
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Figure

	
Items

	
Factor

Loading

	
Cronbach’s

Alpha

	
Composite Reliability






	
Attitude

(ATT)

	
I think visiting Guilin is a positive behavior.

	
0.735

	
0.90

	
0.818




	
I think visiting Guilin is a valuable behavior.

	
0.800




	
I think visiting Guilin is a beneficial behavior.

	
0.792




	
Subjective norm

(SN)

	
Most people who are important to me understand that I visit Guilin.

	
0.770

	
0.91

	
0.843




	
Most people who are important to me support that I visit Guilin.

	
0.812




	
Most people who are important to me agree that I visit Guilin.

	
0.823




	
Perceived behavioral control

(PBC)

	
I have sufficient resources (money) to visit Guilin.

	
0.650

	
0.94

	
0.764




	
I am capable of visiting Guilin.

	
0.732




	
I am confident that I can visit Guilin if I want to.

	
0.891




	
Positive anticipated emotion

(PAE)

	
If I revisit Guilin, I will be excited.

	
0.854

	
0.93

	
0.910




	
If I revisit Guilin, I will be glad.

	
0.882




	
If I revisit Guilin, I will be satisfied.

	
0.833




	
If I revisit Guilin, I will be happy.

	
0.823




	
Negative anticipated emotion

(NAE)

	
If I cannot revisit Guilin, I will be angry.

	
0.853

	
0.85

	
0.923




	
If I cannot revisit Guilin, I will be disappointed.

	
0.875




	
If I cannot revisit Guilin, I will be worried.

	
0.880




	
If I cannot revisit Guilin, I will be sad.

	
0.857




	
Desire

(DE)

	
I would like to revisit Guilin.

	
0.856

	
0.93

	
0.888




	
I want to have fun when I revisit Guilin.

	
0.778




	
I hope to revisit Guilin.

	
0.879




	
I want to experience an unforgettable memory when I revisit Guilin.

	
0.747




	
Behavioral intention

(BI)

	
I will make an effort to revisit Guilin in the near future.

	
0.792

	
0.89

	
0.860




	
I intend to revisit Guilin.

	
0.757




	
I am willing to revisit Guilin.

	
0.710




	
I am willing to spend time and money to revisit Guilin.

	
0.855




	
Tourism destination image

(TDI)

	
Cognitive image

	
Unpolluted/unspoiled environment.

	
0.678

	
0.83

	
0.755




	
Atmosphere of leisure.

	
0.624




	
Interesting cultural/historical attractions.

	
0.632




	
Beautiful scenery/natural attractions.

	
0.696




	
Affective image

	
Sleepy/arousing.

	
0.685

	
0.85

	
0.807




	
Gloomy/exciting.

	
0.790




	
Distressing/relaxing.

	
0.707




	
Unpleasant/pleasant.

	
0.682




	
Place attachment

(PA)

	
Place dependence

	
I enjoy visiting Guilin and its environment more than any other destinations.

	
0.702

	
0.82

	
0.715




	
For recreation/leisure activities, Guilin is the best.

	
0.772




	
Doing leisure activities in Guilin is more important than in any other places.

	
0.676




	
Place identity

	
I feel a strong sense of belonging to Guilin.

	
0.612

	
0.84

	
0.806




	
I identify strongly with Guilin.

	
0.859




	
I feel that I can be myself when I visit/am in Guilin.

	
0.842








Goodness of fit: CMIN = 1086.960, DF = 529, CMIN/DF = 2.055, GFI = 0.898, NNFI = 0.946, CFI = 0.952, RMSEA = 0.044, NFI = 0.911, RMR = 0.032.
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Table 3. Correlations and AVE (Average Variance Extracted) of Latent Variables.
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	Constructs
	ATT
	SN
	PAE
	NAE
	PBC
	DE
	BI
	TDI
	PA





	ATT
	0.744
	(0.408)
	(0.417)
	(0.107)
	(0.146)
	(0.347)
	(0.259)
	(0.456)
	(0.293)



	SN
	0.639
	0.761
	(0.285)
	(0.110)
	(0.111)
	(0.220)
	(0.191)
	(0.321
	(0.163)



	PAE
	0.646
	0.534
	0.811
	(0.231)
	(0.110)
	(0.640)
	(0.415)
	(0.517)
	(0.250)



	NAE
	0.327
	0.332
	0.481
	0.767
	(0.032)
	(0.174)
	(0.242)
	(0.187)
	(0.233)



	PBC
	0.382
	0.333
	0.332
	0.180
	0.666
	(0.132)
	(0.161)
	(0.216)
	(0.095)



	DE
	0.589
	0.469
	0.800 **
	0.417
	0.363
	0.761
	(0.661)
	(0.444)
	(0.289)



	BI
	0.509
	0.437
	0.644
	0.492
	0.401
	0.813 *
	0.660
	(0.367)
	(0.475)



	TDI
	0.675
	0.567
	0.719
	0.433
	0.465
	0.666
	0.606
	0.613
	(0.406)



	PA
	0.541
	0.404
	0.500
	0.483
	0.308
	0.538
	0.689
	0.637
	0.528







Note: The diagonal numbers in bold are the AVE values, the lower numbers are the correlation coefficients between constructors, and the upper numbers are squared correlation coefficients; * is the largest correlation coefficient; ** is the second largest correlation coefficient.
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