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Abstract

:

As mountain-based health and wellness tourism increases, destination competitiveness becomes ever fiercer. The pre-visit expectations and post-visit perceptions of tourists and the tourists’ behavioral intentions are related to the competitiveness of mountain-based health and wellness tourist destinations. Using structural equation modeling (SEM), we explored the factors that affect destination competitiveness and its relationships with tourism satisfaction and tourists’ behavioral intentions to return to and to recommend the location to others. We used a questionnaire for data collection from 550 tourists who visited a mountain-based health and wellness tourist destination in Panzhihua, China. The results suggested that there is an indirect positive correlation between tourists’ satisfaction and destination competitiveness, as well as a direct positive correlation between behavioral intentions and destination competitiveness, illustrating that tourist behavioral intentions can be an important factor in destination competitiveness. In the case of Panzhihua, the tourist source market in China has provided a competitive edge to this city. In addition, considering the environment’s capacity, developing an intention to return in tourists is important for tourism marketing in view of the increasing mountain-based health and wellness tourism competitiveness and concerns about sustainability.
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1. Introduction


1.1. Fierce Competition in Tourist Destinations


In recent years, tourism has made significant contributions to local economies and has become vital to economic activity worldwide [1]. However, the tourism market is filled with numerous challenges [2], such as new client demands, tourist-saturated destinations, tourism phobia, infrastructure modernization, and the increasingly fierce competition between tourist destinations [3]. However, competitiveness between tourist destinations has been considered to be a prerequisite for its sustainability [4]. An increasing number of studies examining the impact of competitiveness on the tourism industry have been published on topics related to “tourism competitiveness”, for example, also known as “tourist destination competitiveness” and “destination competitiveness” [5], which are highly relevant in the academic field and have been studied for more than 30 years [6]. As the industry expands, competitive attractions and new tourist sources have become mainstream concerns in the international tourism market. Facing fierce competition from tourist locales, tourist agencies often highlight a destination’s sustainable management strategies as a way to encourage tourists’ interest in visiting and recommending it to others [7]. While the tourist source market is a prerequisite for the development and survival of any tourist destination, the source market and sustainable development is crucial for destinations in less developed areas, including those in mountain-based regions.




1.2. Sustainability in Health and Wellness Tourism Development after COVID-19


According to the United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO in 2019, tourism has continued to expand and diversify over the last seven decades, becoming one of the world’s largest growing economic sectors. Emerging and even developed economies have benefited from the growth in tourism revenue. UNWTO (2020) reported that the total revenue for global tourism in 2019 had increased, reaching USD 5.8 trillion, which was an increase of 8.6% from the previous year and equivalent to 6.7% of the global GDP. The Report on the World Tourism Economy Trends (2021) by the World Tourism Cities Federation (WTCF) pointed out that due to the impact of COVID-19, the total number of global tourist arrivals (including domestic and international tourist arrivals) in 2020 decreased by 40.8%. The total global tourism income decreased to USD 2.92 trillion, which is the equivalent of this portion of the global GDP plummeting to 3.6%, which would be the lowest level since World War II.



According to the declarations made by the UNWTO on its website (https://www.unwto.org/news, 10 October 2021) in 5 July 2021, 42% of worldwide destinations had imposed travel restrictions. Due to the social-distancing protocols resulting from COVID-19, Beatriz et al. (2021) examined the fight against overcrowding in tourist destinations [8]. Thus, the market source is a vital factor in this study. Sustainable tourism maintains a manageable tourist population at popular destinations and limits the associated risks [9]. Considering the increased concerns and risks that are inherent in post-pandemic travel, global travel restrictions are necessary to both prevent overcrowding at popular destinations and to assuage travelers’ worries [8].



However, the pandemic has resulted in a collective heightened awareness surrounding human health and mitigating the risks of COVID-19. As vaccination rollouts continue, the pandemic will eventually be controlled. It has been estimated that the total number of global tourists will reach 9.545 billion in 2021, and global tourism may recover to approximately 70% of the pre-pandemic level (https://en.wtcf.org.cn, 10 October 2021). UNWTO (2021) also reported that once the tourism industry recovers after the pandemic, the demand for health-focused and well-being-centered experiences is expected to be strong.




1.3. Heath Tourism Emerging in Chinese Mountainous Areas


The COVID-19 pandemic has raised consumer concerns about health [10]. The number of tourists that are interested in enhancing their mental, physical, or spiritual well-being, or even in obtaining specific healing treatments, is increasing, causing the health and wellness tourism sector to thrive [11,12]. Popular destinations for such tourists often include attractions such as mountains, lakes, rivers, beaches, and forests, all of which are natural resources that promote the improvement of wellness and are, therefore, ideal for the development and sustainability of health and wellness tourism [13]. Though many people may not have time for long trips, relaxation and a change of scenery are often all that are needed [14]. For example, Dunets et al. (2020) reported that the resort town of Belokurikha, Russia, which is located in the foothills of the Altai mountains, has excellent opportunities for development as a health and wellness destination, as indicated by tourists’ overall satisfaction and desire to visit [14]. Kling et al. (2020) found that spending time in mountainous areas was linked to better health and well-being [15]. Health and wellness tourism with a focus on resort destinations located in mountainous regions, particularly those that have not been overtaken by mass tourism, are much more likely to satisfy tourists in that sector [6]. Therefore, tourism agencies and industry professionals should consider new and perhaps previously neglected locations and experiences near these natural resources in an effort to promote sustainable tourism, as well as to stimulate and support the regional economies.



With the advancement of society and the increase in living standards in many countries, mountain-based health and wellness tourism has risen in popularity among those living in both urban and rural environments. Among the more than 200 national-level scenic spots in China, more than 90% are located in mountainous areas. Zeng et al. (2021) suggested that future studies concerning health and wellness tourism should focus on mountain-based opportunities because specific locations and traditional customs that are characterized by a particular microclimate may contribute to longevity and health according to Chinese culture [16]. Similar to rural tourism, mountain-based tourism has been impacted by low efficiency, overdevelopment, and homogeneous environments, which has, in turn, affected the competitiveness of mountain-based health and wellness tourism [17]. The vicious competition and homogeneous development of mountain-based health and wellness tourism should be avoided in the same manner as it is in other tourism segments, such as rural tourism, leisure tourism, and cultural tourism. For example, the two neighboring provinces of Sichuan and Yunnan, where mountain-based resources are abundant, compete for the coveted title, “Shangri-La”, as they have both developed their appeal based on their local natural and cultural characteristics that attract numerous tourists every year. Therefore, in order to develop mountain-based health and wellness tourism, we must first understand the factual status quo and the basic features of the mountain-based health and wellness tourism market in order to meet consumer demands.




1.4. Research Questions


At present, tourism market competitiveness is determined by the relationship between cost, product, and brand to that of tourism, tourists’ satisfaction, and behavioral intentions. However, the resource utilization efficiency of mountain-based health and wellness tourism is insufficient, internal management and external marketing have failed to embrace market changes. Although more people are traveling with a health and wellness focus, the sector still knows little about tourists’ satisfaction, behavioral intentions, and destination competitiveness. This needs to be improved to meet market demands.



The research questions that were used for this study were as follows:




	Q1

	
What is the relationship between tourists’ satisfaction and destination competitiveness in mountain-based health and wellness tourism?




	Q2

	
What is the relationship between behavioral intentions and destination competitiveness in mountain-based health and wellness tourism?




	Q3

	
What are the relationships between tourists’ satisfaction, behavioral intentions, and mountain-based health and wellness tourism competitiveness?




	Q4

	
Based on the relationship between tourists’ satisfaction, behavioral intentions, and mountain-based health and wellness tourism competitiveness, how can sustainable mountain-based health and wellness tourism be developed to meet the needs we determined based on this study?










1.5. Research Purpose and Structure


This article studied the relationship between tourism competitiveness, tourists’ satisfaction, and behavioral intentions by building a structural equation model to enrich the research of tourist destination competitiveness and to provide a theoretical and practical basis for improving mountain-based health and wellness tourism competitiveness so that tourism professionals and agencies, as well as policymakers, can formulate better plans. While this research was completed within the context of destination competitiveness, the main purpose of this study was to determine the major factors that influence destination competitiveness from the perspective of tourists [18]. Because there is no universal set of factors to determine a destination’s competitiveness that is applicable to all destinations at all times [19], it was vital to explore these factors, especially with new and emerging tourist destinations and market demands [18]. This may be the first time that the interrelationship between tourists’ satisfaction, behavioral intentions, and competitiveness within the context of mountain-based health and wellness tourism has been studied. The practical implications will be to guide tourism professionals and local governments when they consider competitive strategies for mountain-based health and wellness tourism to increase destination competitiveness and improve long-term sustainability.



Following this introduction, Section 2 of this article provides a literature review and the theoretical framework; Section 3 contains the variable definitions; Section 4 details the research cases and methods; Section 5 describes the model construction and the data analysis; Section 6 covers the results and discussion; Section 7 examines the validity and reliability of the material and the study; and Section 8 offers our conclusions, including theoretical and practical applications, research limitations, and suggested directions for future research.





2. Literature Review and Theoretical Framework


2.1. Conceptions and Definitions


2.1.1. Destination Competitiveness


The term “competitiveness” is derived from the Latin word “competere”, which refers to the rivalry that is found between entities in markets and industries [20]. Competitiveness is also used extensively in management discourse concerning national and international economic performance comparisons [21]. Destination competitiveness is a multidimensional concept that is widely studied in the academic literature, but multiple factors make it difficult to measure [22]. Ritchie et al. (1993) defined tourist destination competitiveness as the ability to increase tourism expenditure and continuously attract visitors while providing them with memorable experiences and satisfaction, as well as improving the lives and local economy of the destination’s residents and preserving the natural resources for the benefit of future generations [17].. Traditionally, studies regarded destination competitiveness as a static concept, but recent studies have adopted a dynamic view of destination competitiveness that examines tourist expectations alongside the variables that are determined by each tourism niche [23].



Cvelbar et al. (2016) defined destination competitiveness as the total tourism contribution to GDP per tourism employee [24]. Destination competitiveness has quantifiable, easily measurable variables, such as the growth of tourism expenditure and price differentials, as well as qualitative features that can be more challenging to measure, such as enhancing the well-being of destination residents [25]. Cimbaljevic et al. (2019) stated that the destination that would stand apart from the competition was the one that provides the most tremendous success and well-being to its residents based on the principle of sustainability [26]. Hanafiah et al. (2019) summarized that assessing a destination’s competitiveness should not be exclusively based on its competitive advantages, but should also include the actual performance (e.g., tourist arrivals, receipts, tourism contribution to the local economy; tourism contribution to the GDP; and quality of life) of the tourist destination [21]. Tourist destination competitiveness is likely to remain a popular research topic in an effort to enable travel destinations to maintain and expand their market share [27]. Competitiveness in the marketplace has become essential as tourism stimulates economic growth and job creation, and travel destinations must learn how to think more like a business and develop new products, markets, and customers [28]. Thus, it is imperative to gather more information concerning tourists’ opinions on what makes a destination competitive [27].




2.1.2. Mountain-Based Health Tourist Destination


Initial research on tourist destinations focused on the geographical characteristics that define a tourist destination, and destinations were treated as spatial units that were the objective of tourists’ visits [29]. Jovicic (2019) reviewed the evolution of key tourist destination concepts. With the development of information and communication technologies (ICTs), tourist destinations have become not only geographic dimensions but also a collaboration between public and private consumers with both participatory governance and creative and knowledgeable people that value co-creation and personalized services, all of which must be interwoven into digital and real realms [29]. Lusticky et al. (2021) indicated that tourist destinations are a highly competitive and complex market [30], especially those that are found in nature-based tourism [31].



Globally, mountainous regions account for approximately 27% of the total land area, 54% of which are in developing countries [32]. With their spectacular scenery, majestic beauty, and unique amenities, mountains are some of the most popular destinations for tourists [33]. Their natural environment, social and cultural backgrounds [34], the abundance of negative oxygen ions and their invigorating effects [35], complex terrain, and diverse landscapes meet the needs of tourists who want to experience nature [36]. Mountain-based tourism combines sightseeing, leisure activities, fitness, entertainment, education, and sports into one product or experience in which tourists can immerse themselves [37]. In recent research, tourism that is concerned with health and wellness was shown to be a broad concept that encompasses curing ills and maintaining health [38]. Pan et al. (2019) indicated that studies on mountain-based tourism have gradually focused on its positive effects on health and other specialized, differentiated products with the emergence of “alpine wellness”, and that health and wellness tourism in mountainous areas has become a popular topic in tourism research [33]; thus, mountain-based health and wellness tourism has become a niche of mountain-based tourism.



In this article, “mountain-based health and wellness tourist destination” refers to a mountain-based destination with health and wellness activities, a suitable climate in which to complete these activities, a natural environment with unique landscape appeal and attractions, and customized wellness products and opportunities that attract health and wellness tourists. Panzhihua is a mountainous, resource-based city with abundant natural and cultural attractions that may be advantageous for the development of health and wellness tourism in China. An article titled “Panzhihua, China: Building a New Benchmark in the Health Care Industry”, which was edited by Xinhua News Agency in 2021, was published in Japan, South Korea, and the United States, and it attracted broad attention from these country’s mainstream media, information portals, and key information websites. According to the official website of the Panzhihua government (http://www.panzhihua.gov.cn, 11 October 2021), natural conditions such as altitude, temperature, humidity, cleanliness, and harmony are perfectly integrated here: (1) Panzhihua is located in the 26° north latitude zone with Hawaii, Miami, Okinawa, and other world-famous locations; (2) the annual amount of sunshine is approximately 2700 h, and the annual average temperature is 20.3 °C; and (3) the unique climate and topographical conditions allow Panzhihua to have favorable sunlight most of the year.



Above all, with its multifarious natural resources and ethnic culture, the city of Panzhihua may be a competitive destination to assist in the development of mountain-based health and wellness tourism in China. This research used the city of Panzhihua as a case study to analyze the aforementioned research questions.





2.2. Theoretical Framework


2.2.1. Satisfaction–Behavioral Intentions


Satisfaction has been defined as the relationship between expectations and experiences [39]. The measurement of customers’ behavioral intentions, such as the likelihood of converting a one-time purchaser into a long-time customer or of a customer recommending their experience to others, and customer satisfaction has a long history in the fields of marketing, management, and tourism [40]. Regarding tourist destination research, satisfaction with travel destinations is directly linked to tourists’ behavioral intentions [16]. Chang et al. (2016) examined the satisfaction (e.g., overall satisfaction, satisfaction compared to travelers’ own time and efforts, and satisfaction compared to other ports of call) of cruise travelers using a sample population’s pre-visit expectations and post-visit experiences, demonstrating the impact of overall satisfaction on the likelihood of revisiting and recommending the visit to others [41]. Kim et al. (2020) reinforced tourists’ likelihood of revisiting and recommending a destination by enhancing the satisfaction level of wellness tourist attractions in Korea’s tourism industry [42]. Han et al. (2018) showed that the link between quality and satisfaction strongly influenced behavioral intentions by conducting a structural model comparison, which provided insight into medical travelers’ post-purchase behaviors [43]. Using structural equation modeling, Yen et al. (2020) demonstrated that satisfaction positively affects behavioral intentions [44]. Bayih et al. (2020) concluded that satisfaction directly influences behavioral intentions (intention to revisit and to recommend) [45]. In the context of health and wellness tourism, Kim (2020) concluded that satisfaction has a significant effect on behavioral intentions after studying investment tourists in Suncheon Bay National Garden Wetland and Jeongnamjin Cypress Forest Woodland [46]. Cotter et al. (2021) determined that visitors’ intentions to provide a positive recommendation correlated with visit satisfaction via pre- and post-visit surveys at an art museum [47]. Chen et al. (2021) confirmed that coffee tourists’ behavioral intentions are strongly influenced by satisfaction [48].



To verify the relationship between satisfaction and behavioral intentions in a competitive mountain-based health and wellness tourism environment, the following hypothesis was offered:



Hypothesis 1 (H1). 

The satisfaction of health and wellness tourists in pursuit of mountain-based health and wellness tourism directly affects their behavioral intentions.






2.2.2. Satisfaction–Destination Competitiveness


Tourism management is a competitive environment [40] in which tourists’ satisfaction should be the priority. Nazmfar et al. (2019) showed that competition causes an increase in economic performance and efficiency in all dimensions. The two vital drivers of tourism competitiveness were shown to be an increase in tourists to destinations and the increase in industry-wide business [49]. Destination competitiveness refers to businesses and entities who make up the destination economy to compete for the source market (tourists) and participate in market competition [50]. In this article, “destination competitiveness” refers to the benefits that are reaped by the destination, including the number of tourists and its growth rate, the growth rate of tourism income, the proportion of overnight tourists, and the percentage of total tourism revenue in the local GDP [21,49]. From the perspective of tourists, the tourist number and economic benefits may need to be evaluated per destination. Generally speaking, both overcrowded destinations and tourism professionals and agencies that are only interested in economic benefit negatively contribute to destination competitiveness. For example, suppose a destination is too crowded. In that case, it reduces a tourist’s likelihood of participating in and enjoying the local attractions and, post pandemic, may put their health at risk [8]. In addition, unreasonable prices that are set for accommodation, products, tickets, etc., can have a negative impact on destination competitiveness [51].



Zhou et al. (2010) examined the attention that was focused on tourists’ satisfaction with the rapid changes and fierce competition in the industry [52]. Chen et al. (2011) suggested that there is no correlation between tourists’ satisfaction and destination competitiveness based on their investigation of tourists’ attitudes and perceptions about destinations in foreign countries, such as Kinmen [53]. Ross (2013) analyzed the influence of competitiveness on visitor satisfaction using visitor survey results from a metropolitan zoo [40]. Using Shanghai as a case study, Zheng et al. (2017) concluded that improving customer satisfaction is conducive to meeting customers’ demands and enhancing the competitiveness in marine culture tourism [54]. He et al. (2017) proposed that improving tourists’ satisfaction is crucial for ensuring destination competitiveness in the market [55]. Teixeira et al. (2019) showed that satisfaction contributes directly and indirectly to the regional tourist competitiveness in Madeira [56]. Perles-Ribes et al. (2021) found that recent tourism researchers incorporated tourists’ satisfaction as a determinant of competitiveness in destinations [57]. Focusing on rural tourism, Ye et al. (2021) proposed that satisfaction is the essence of the tourism industry and is regarded as a core aspect of competitiveness for destinations under the experiential marketing paradigm [58]. Many researchers concluded that tourists’ satisfaction plays a vital role in destination competitiveness; however, some researchers have found evidence to the contrary, and research on the influence mechanism is limited. For this reason, this article proposed the following hypothesis:



Hypothesis 2 (H2). 

Tourists’ satisfaction directly affects the destination competitiveness of mountain-based health and wellness tourism.






2.2.3. Behavioral Intention–Destination Competitiveness


Chen et al. (2016) developed an integrated structural path model of the determinants of cruise competitiveness based on the behavioral intentions of cruise tourists in Asia [59]. Teixeira et al. (2019) concluded that improvements in satisfaction and probability of return, regardless of positive word-of-mouth, contribute to the competitiveness of a destination [56]. Heesup et al. (2020) pointed out that increasing destination competitiveness through intentional behavior (i.e., the intention to revisit a destination and to recommend it to others) has become essential for the success of Thailand’s wellness spa tourism [60]. Pai et al. (2021) found that smart tourism technology has been widely used in various aspects of tourism, evolving the traditional travel experience while enhancing destination competitiveness based on visitors’ intentions to revisit [61]. Researchers found that tourists’ behavioral intentions also have a direct impact on destination competitiveness.



Therefore, the following hypothesis was put forward:



Hypothesis 3 (H3). 

Tourists’ behavioral intentions to travel directly affect the destination competitiveness of mountain-based health and wellness tourism.








3. Latent and Observed Variables


This article contains three latent variables and ten observed variables. Tourists’ satisfaction, behavioral intentions, and destination competitiveness were used as latent variables. The observed variables of tourists’ satisfaction were travel expectations (TS1) and post-trip travel perception (TS2). In addition, following the guidelines of Garver and Mentzer (1999), the question “Overall, how satisfied were you with your visit to this mountain-based health and wellness tourist destination?” was removed from the measurement model because the factor loading was lower than the benchmark of 0.5 [62,63] Therefore, the latent variable of satisfaction had a two-item scale in this study. Eisinga et al. (2013) pointed out that poor-quality items should be removed from a limited item pool, which can result in scales with a small number of items, occasionally only two, though they recommend using more than two items [64].



The observed variables of behavioral intentions were the willingness to revisit a location and the willingness to recommend it to others (RI1 and RI2, respectively) [41,47,65,66]. The observed variables of destination competitiveness were tourist reception (RC1), tourist arrival growth rate (RC2), tourism revenue (RC3), tourism revenue growth rate (RC4), the proportion of overnight tourist reception out of the total number of tourists (RC5), and the proportion of total tourism revenue in local GDP (RC6) (Table 1).




4. Research Area and Methods


4.1. Research Area


Panzhihua, which is a well-known city in China, was selected as a research case study. According to the Sichuan News Network (http://scnews.newssc.org, 17 December 2020), Panzhihua has developed its appeal in the health and wellness industry in recent years and is actively advertising itself as an international tourist destination for health and wellness tourists, as well as those interested in beautiful, sunny weather. As early as 2017, Panzhihua took the lead in issuing local standards for the healthcare industry in China and established the first Chinese healthcare college. At present, Panzhihua is among the first of China’s national pilot cities for the integration of medical and elderly care, the national smart healthcare demonstration base, the top 50 health tourism cities, and the top 50 livable cities in China. According to the official data analysis of Panzhihua, as its healthcare industry has developed, so have the number of tourists. In 2019, the total annual tourism revenue was CNY 41.586 billion, an increase of 23.2% compared to the previous year. The total number of tourists was 30.148 million, an increase of 17.5% compared to last year (Figure 1 and Figure 2).



However, during the global COVID-19 pandemic of 2020, the total annual tourism revenue was CNY 31.391 billion, a notable decrease of 24.5% compared to the previous year, while the total number of tourists was 21.9747 million, a significant drop of 27.1% compared to the previous year, which is representative of the massive impact the pandemic had on the local tourism industry (Figure 1 and Figure 2). Compared to other cities in China, the cure rate of COVID-19 in Panzhihua reached 76% within 16 days. After the pandemic, many middle-aged and older adults in Beijing, Chengdu, Xi’an, and other locales continued to buy real estate in Panzhihua. Like migratory birds, they stay in Panzhihua during the winter. The 2021 Panzhihua Cultural Tourism Development Conference stated that accelerated construction had begun for 5 international mountain-based health and wellness tourism resorts, 10 health and wellness villages, 100 health and wellness residences, and 50 medical and healthcare centers. The Panzhihua authorities plan to reach the goal of CNY 50 billion in total tourism revenue and 50 million visitors by 2025. As a result, the competitiveness of mountain-based health and wellness tourism in Panzhihua has been increasing.




4.2. Research Methods


Questionnaires were used for the data collection in this study. The formal questionnaire was evaluated by experts and tested for validity and reliability. In this article, five mountain-based health and wellness tourist destinations were selected in Panzhihua to conduct a questionnaire survey with their tourists, namely, Hongge, Ashuda, Wuben, Zhuanxu Cave, and the National Mountain Fitness Park. A purposive sampling technique was applied to the selection of respondents for this study. The respondents had to be at least 18 years old and planned on visiting the five selected mountain-based health and wellness tourist destinations in Panzhihua city. The respondents were asked to respond to the statements by stating their level of agreement via a five-point Likert scale [69], ranging from 1 = strongly unimportant to 5 = strongly important or 1 = much worse to 5 = much better. A total of 550 questionnaires were distributed by 10 research investigators from 20 March to 20 May 2021. A total of 510 questionnaires were returned, with 500 questionnaires determined to be valid. SPSS 26.0 was used to analyze the reliability and validity of the questionnaire. Then, a structural equation model (SEM) was used to test and construct the model of satisfaction–tourist behavioral intentions–destination competitiveness.





5. Model Construction and Data Analysis


5.1. Preliminary Model Construction and Goodness-of-Fit Statistics


The model was preliminarily built according to the questionnaire data (Table S1 in Supplementary Material) and analyzed via the Amos 24.0 program, as shown in Figure 3. The goodness of fit of the optimized model that was suggested by the software is shown in Table 2.



Given the sample size of 500, all indicators were acceptable, as was the goodness-of-fit of the model. In the model index results, the chi-squared degree of freedom (CMIN/df) value was 1.561, which is less than the upper limit requirement of 3. The value of the fit index (GFI) was 0.983, which is higher than the required 0.90. The root-mean-square residual (RMR) value was 0.020, which is less than the upper limit of the index value requirement of 0.05 (good). The root-mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA) value was 0.034, which is less than the index upper reference limit of 0.05 (good). The parsimonious benchmark goodness-of-fit index (PNFI) value was 0.607, with the former being more than 0.500 (the lower limit of the index reference value). The value of the normed fit index (NFI) was 0.975, the incremental fit index (TLI) value was 0.985, and the comparative fit index (CFI) value was 0.991, which were more than the ideal value index of 0.95 and, therefore, within an acceptable range.




5.2. Hypothesis Testing


In the results (Table 3), p = *** means that the hypothesis was verified. In Table 3, satisfaction had a direct impact on tourists’ behavioral intentions (H1), and the latter had a direct impact on destination competitiveness (H3). The assumptions were established, and the path values were 0.629 and 0.299, respectively. Therefore, tourists’ satisfaction had a direct and positive effect on tourists’ behavioral intentions. Meanwhile, tourists’ behavioral intentions also had a positive and direct effect on destination competitiveness.



The hypothesis that satisfaction had a direct impact on competitiveness (H2) was not supported (p = 0.006).





6. Results


6.1. Satisfaction


The path values of pre-trip expectations (TS1) and post-trip perceptions (TS2) to satisfaction (F6) were 0.771 and 0.802, respectively. Therefore, pre-trip expectations (TS1) and post-trip perceptions (TS2) had an important impact on satisfaction, and tourism resource investment in post-trip perceptions (TS2; 0.802) should be greater than that of pre-trip expectations (TS1; 0.771). The higher the tourists’ perceptions of their on-site experience, the higher their overall satisfaction. Therefore, tourism professionals and agencies should not exaggerate or inflate the appeal of travel destinations, because if their customers are not satisfied with their experience, it could have a negative impact on their behavioral intentions. The promoted mountain-based health and wellness destination and its attractions and appeal should match what the tourists will actually experience (Table 3 and Figure 4).




6.2. Behavioral Intentions


As shown in Table 3 and Figure 4, the path values of willingness to revisit (RI1) and willingness to recommend (RI2) to behavioral intentions (F7) were 0.770 and 0.761, respectively, which were relatively close. Willingness to revisit (RI1) and willingness to recommend (RI2) were of greater importance to behavioral intentions (F7). When tourism professionals decide where to invest their resources, they should first consider tourists’ willingness to revisit and the likelihood of converting them into repeat customers. For example, tourists may be more likely to return to mountain-based health and wellness tourist destinations that offer high-quality wellness services, discounts on accommodation fees or attractions, and diverse activities. If a visitor is delighted with their travel destination, they may be more likely to become a repeat customer than to recommend it to others.




6.3. Destination Competitiveness


Regarding destination competitiveness (F8), tourist reception (RC1), tourist arrival growth rate (RC2), tourism revenue (RC3), tourism revenue growth rate (RC4), overnight tourist reception as a percentage of total tourists (RC5), and the total tourism revenue as a proportion of local GDP (RC6), the path values were 0.665, 0.701, 0.629, 0.677, 0.602, and 0.604, respectively (Table 3 and Figure 4). Among them, the tourist population growth rate (RC2; 0.701) was relatively large. Therefore, more resources should be allocated to the tourist population growth rate (RC2) to increase destination competitiveness.



The path values followed the order of tourism revenue growth rate (RC4; 0.677) > tourist reception (RC1; 0.665) > tourism revenue (RC3; 0.629) > the proportion of tourism revenue to local GDP (RC6; 0.604). The importance of tourism revenue growth rate (RC4; 0.677) was second only to the growth rate of tourist arrivals (RC2; 0.701). When the growth rate of tourism income increases, the local economic income may increase, the income of residents and staff may improve, local economic development may also be improved, and, therefore, the mountain-based health and wellness tourist destination competitiveness may increase. However, given the importance of sustainability, especially post pandemic, the total number of tourists should be controlled by governments and destinations to avoid overcrowding and increased health risks.



In addition, overnight tourist reception accounted for the smallest proportion of tourists in our study (RC5; 0.602), meaning that most travelers were there on day trips. However, as an important indicator of destination competitiveness and appeal, the length of stay may play an increasingly important role as overnight travel packages grow in popularity. As more people embrace traveling post pandemic and are willing to travel farther from home and stay away longer, overnight stays may become an increasingly important indicator of destination competitiveness.




6.4. Satisfaction, Behavioral Intentions, and Competitiveness


As can be seen in Table 4, the value of the total effect of satisfaction (F6) to travel intentions (F7) was 0.639, the value of the total effect of travel intentions (F7) to competitiveness (F8) was 0.299, and the value of the indirect influence value of satisfaction (F6) to competitiveness (F8) was 0.191. This suggests that satisfaction (F6) impacted competitiveness (F8) through behavioral intentions (F7). Therefore, behavioral intentions (F7) were the intermediate variable. The direct factor that affected competitiveness (F8) was behavioral intentions (F7). Improving tourists’ behavioral intentions (F7) could directly enhance the competitiveness of tourist destinations (F8). Through word-of-mouth advertising and return visitors, the source market of tourist destinations can be expanded (Table 4).





7. Validity and Reliability


SPSS 26.0 software was used to perform KMO and Bartlett’s sphericity tests on the data, and the specific results are shown in Table 4. The KMO sampling appropriateness of factors F6–F8 was 0.5–0.834, respectively, and the comprehensive validity was 0.836 or higher. Bartlett’s sphericity test resulted in p = 0000; therefore, all factors were significant. The validity between the factors was fair; therefore, the data could be analyzed using the factor method.



The convergent validity was assessed by computing the average variance extracted (AVE) scores. As can also be seen in Table 4, the convergent validity was assessed by computing AVE scores. AVE should exceed 0.5 under ideal conditions; Chin (1988), Purnomo (2017) and Yin (2018) suggested that an AVE score of 0.36–0.5 is the acceptable threshold/range for convergent validity [70,71,72]. The AVE scores ranged upward from 0.42, as shown in Table 4, meaning that all constructs had convergent validity. According to Fornell and Larcker’s (1981) approach, discriminant validity could be assumed if the square root of pairs of the constructs’ AVE scores is greater than their correlation [73]. All of the construct pairs met this requirement in this case, and discriminant validity was initially assessed. (Table 5 and Table 6)



According to the literature review, many factors affect mountain-based health and wellness tourist activities. Internal consistency was assessed by computing composite reliability (CR) and Cronbach’s alpha coefficients. As per Table 4, all constructs were reliable, with both the alpha and CR coefficients ranging upward from 0.74. As all were greater than the suggested minimum of 0.70 [70], all were considered reliable. Moreover, three latent variables and ten observed variables were included, and the reliability test was analyzed using SPSS 26.0. The reliability for F6–F8 ranged from 0.738–0.833, respectively, and the comprehensive reliability α value was 0.830. Therefore, the reliability was better, as shown in Table 4.




8. Discussion and Conclusions


8.1. Discussion


8.1.1. Satisfaction Had a Direct Positive Impact on Behavioral Intentions and an Indirect Positive Impact on Competitiveness


The path value of satisfaction (F6) to behavioral intentions (F7) was 0.629. According to the literature review, similar conclusion was drawn in other tourism segments, such as in health tourism research by Kim (2020) and coffee tourism research by Wang et al. (2021). The indirect path value of satisfaction (F6) to competitiveness (F8) was 0.191. The effect of tourists’ satisfaction on destination competitiveness was indirect through tourists’ behavioral intentions. It is vital to emphasize that tourists’ satisfaction played an important role in destination competitiveness, which was also confirmed by Ross (2013), Zheng et al. (2017), He et al. (2017), and Perles-Ribes et al. (2021). However, Chen et al. (2011) suggested that there is no correlation between tourists’ satisfaction and destination competitiveness. Therefore, in this study, behavioral intentions were used as a mediator variable to adjust for the effect of satisfaction on competitiveness.



When faced with competition from two destinations A and B, tourists who are less satisfied with A and more satisfied with B are less likely to revisit and recommend A. Thus, the competitiveness and perception of B will be further enhanced. Therefore, to manage tourists’ behavioral intentions, tourism professionals need to focus on tourists’ satisfaction when planning and designing travel packages and consider how they are shaping tourists’ expectations and perceptions, from the purchase of the package to the return home. Perceptions play a notable role in tourists’ satisfaction and behavioral intentions. Creating realistic, sustainable, and natural-resource-friendly health and wellness packages for mountain-based destinations could lessen the difference between tourists’ expectations and perceptions, regardless of unknown uncontrollable variables (e.g., outside marketing and advertising and online reviews, as well as unobserved intrinsic motivators including fear and pressure [74]).




8.1.2. Tourists’ Behavioral Intentions Had a Direct Positive Effect on Competitiveness


The path value of tourists’ behavioral intentions (F7) to competitiveness (F8) was 0.299, indicating that behavioral intentions had a direct positive effect on destination competitiveness. A similar correlation was demonstrated and confirmed by Chen et al. (2016), Heesup, Kiattipoom et al. (2020), and Pai et al. (2021), among others. Stronger behavioral intentions of tourists mean a higher likelihood of revisiting and recommending mountain-based health and wellness tourist destinations, which will increase the number of tourists to the destination, thus enhancing the popularity and visibility of the destination. In addition, increasing the number of returning visitors will bring more incredible economic benefits. Though the tourist population growth rate is an important factor in destination competitiveness, overcrowding at a destination should be avoided. In the wake of COVID-19, locales and governments need to restrict the number of tourists and take other measures to ensure tourists’ health and safety, and assist in maintaining the competitiveness of mountain-based health and wellness destinations.





8.2. Conclusions


8.2.1. Theoretical Implications


It was necessary to understand the objective status quo and the basic characteristics of the mountain-based health and wellness tourism market to meet real demands. In this paper, the correlations between mountain-based health and wellness destination competitiveness, tourists’ satisfaction, and tourists’ behavioral intentions were first proposed and verified. The analysis results were mainly based on structural equation modeling. The findings provide tourism professionals and destination governments with theoretical evidence to support their competitive strategies and offer suggestions concerning how to strengthen the tourists’ satisfaction–behavioral intentions–competitiveness relationship for mountain-based health and wellness tourist destinations. (1) The conclusion was that tourists’ satisfaction with mountain-based health and wellness tourism had a direct positive effect on post-trip behavioral intentions, post-trip behavioral intentions had a direct and positive effect on competitiveness, and satisfaction had an indirect positive effect on competitiveness. (2) Satisfying the return visitors and developing an intention to return is important for tourism marketing given the increasingly fierce mountain-based health and wellness destination competitiveness. (3) Destination overcrowding reduces tourists’ satisfaction and affects their choice of their next destination, as well as the sustainable development of mountain-based health and wellness tourism. (4) The competitiveness of tourist destinations is expressed in the form of a market between tourist destinations with a common target market, share size, and tourism income. The competitiveness of tourist destinations is affected by tourists’ satisfaction and behavioral intentions, which can continuously improve the quality of life of destination residents and benefit other stakeholders that are involved in tourist destinations.




8.2.2. Managerial Implications


Our study provides references and suggestions for tourism professionals, governments, and others related to the development of tourist destinations as they formulate strategies to manage market competition, thereby enhancing destination competitiveness. (1) Based on the local culture and natural resources, tourism professionals can improve the behavioral intentions of tourists to revisit and recommend to others to enhance the competitiveness of mountain-based health and wellness tourist destinations by offering high-quality wellness services, discounts on accommodation fees and attractions, and diverse activities. (2) At the same time, managing tourists’ satisfaction includes not exaggerating or raising unrealistic expectations for tourists that will be vastly different from their on-site experience and post-trip perceptions. Mountain-based health and wellness tourist destination authorities and service providers should prepare more suitable advertising programs and tourist-tailored programs for travelers. (3) Through policies and regulations, the local or national government can raise awareness about the sustainable development of travel destinations, and considerations should be made to preserve fragile ecological environments. More research pertaining to the environmental capacity of each tourist destination’s natural and social environment should be conducted, with a focus on avoiding overcrowding. However, the tourist source market is a prerequisite for the survival and development of mountain-based health and wellness tourist destinations. (4) Economic outcomes should not be the only goal when developing and maintaining mountain-based health and wellness tourist destinations. While developing the local economy is important, tourist destination development and management should also emphasize protecting the ecological environment and local culture, as well as improving the quality of life of the residents. Therefore, in addition to the capacity in an economic sense, the competitiveness of tourist destinations should also reflect the capacity in social significance and environmental protection.




8.2.3. Limitations of the Research


As with any research, this study had some limitations. (1) The results of this study were obtained from the analysis of mountain-based health and wellness tourism only. Whether they are meaningful for other types of tourist destinations, as well as for the relationship between tourists’ satisfaction, behavioral intentions, and destination competitiveness, will need to be studied further. (2) Though the measurement was developed through a comprehensive literature review, evaluations by experts, and extensive reliability and validity tests, including SEM, this scale may be applicable only to the city of Panzhihua due to the rather unique cultural and natural environment. Therefore, before using this measurement for other contexts or cities, it may need to be tested again for generalizability. (3) The two-item scale of measuring variables was limited in this study. Whether it can be applied in other research contexts will need to be studied further. We do not recommend using a two-item scale unless necessary, and determination should be based on the actual research demands.




8.2.4. Directions for Future Research


If the present research model is applied to other mountain-based health and wellness tourist destinations, whether in China or other countries, a different outcome could be reached or the result could be congruent with this study. Additional research that examines this model is suggested. Tourist destinations are often the main attraction in terms of competitiveness, but they are not the only factor. The residents in mountain-based health and wellness tourist destinations could be added as a variable or sample in future research.
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Figure 1. Total tourist revenue, GDP, and total number of tourists received from 2016 to 2020 in Panzhihua city. Data source: http://www.panzhihua.gov.cn (10 October 2021). 
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Figure 2. Growth rate of total tourist revenue, GDP, and total number of tourists received from 2016 to 2020 in Panzhihua city. Data source: http://www.panzhihua.gov.cn (10 October 2021). 
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Figure 3. Preliminary model construction. 






Figure 3. Preliminary model construction.
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Figure 4. Standardized model of “satisfaction–behavioral intentions–competitiveness”. 
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Table 1. Descriptions of the latent and observed variables.






Table 1. Descriptions of the latent and observed variables.





	
Latent Variable

	
Observed Variable

	
Description






	
Satisfaction

	
Travel expectations (TS1)

	
The tourists’ expectations to be met from mountain-based health and wellness tourism projects [47,67,68]




	
Post-trip travel recognition (TS2)

	
The post-trip recognition of mountain-based health and wellness tourist destinations [41,47,53]




	
Behavioral intentions

	
Willingness to revisit (RI1)

	
Being willing to go to this mountain-based health and wellness tourist destination again [41,65]




	
Willingness to recommend (RI2)

	
Being willing to recommend a mountain recreation tour to friends and relatives [41,47,66]




	
Competitiveness

	
Number of tourists (RC1)

	
The impact of the increasing number of tourists on the competitiveness of mountain-based health and wellness tourist destinations




	
Growth rate of tourist arrivals (RC2)

	
The impact of the growth rate of tourist arrivals on the competitiveness of mountain-based health and wellness tourist destinations




	
Tourism income (RC3)

	
The contribution of tourism income to the competitiveness of mountain-based health and wellness tourist destinations




	
Tourism revenue growth rate (RC4)

	
The impact of the growth rate of tourism income on the competitiveness of mountain-based health and wellness tourist destinations




	
Overnight visitor reception (RC5)

	
The proportion of overnight tourist reception to the competitiveness of mountain-based health and wellness tourist destinations




	
Total tourism revenue as a proportion of GDP (RC6)

	
The proportion of total tourism revenue in local GDP to the competitiveness of mountain-based health and wellness tourist destinations











[image: Table] 





Table 2. Goodness-of-fit statistics.






Table 2. Goodness-of-fit statistics.





	
Fitting Index

	
Index Value

	
Fit






	
Absolute fit




	
Chi-squared value (CMIN)

	
43.716

	
--




	
Degrees of freedom (df)

	
28

	
--




	
CMIN/df

	
1.561

	
<3

	
Good




	
Goodness-of-fit index (GFI)

	
0.983

	
>0.90

	
Good




	
Mean residual square root (RMR)

	
0.020

	
<0.05

	
Good




	
Mean square root of approximation error (RMSEA)

	
0.034

	
<0.05

	
Good




	
Parsimonious goodness-of-fit




	
Parsimonious benchmark goodness-of-fit index (PNFI)

	
0.607

	
>0.50

	
Good




	
Value-added fit




	
Normative fit index (NFI)

	
0.975

	
>0.95

	
Good




	
Irregular fitting index (TLI)

	
0.985

	
>0.95

	
Good




	
Comparative fitting index (CFI)

	
0.991

	
>0.95

	
Good
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Table 3. Regression weights: group 1—default model.






Table 3. Regression weights: group 1—default model.















	
	
	
	
	Estimate
	S.E.
	C.R.
	p





	H1
	F7
	<---
	F6
	0.639
	0.074
	9.330
	***



	H2
	F8
	<---
	F6
	0.233
	0.068
	2.765
	0.006



	H3
	F8
	<---
	F7
	0.299
	0.067
	3.383
	***



	
	TS1
	<---
	F6
	0.771
	
	
	



	
	TS2
	<---
	F6
	0.802
	0.090
	11.692
	***



	
	RI1
	<---
	F7
	0.770
	
	
	



	
	RI2
	<---
	F7
	0.761
	0.083
	11.247
	***



	
	RC5
	<---
	F8
	0.602
	0.089
	11.687
	***



	
	RC4
	<---
	F8
	0.677
	0.104
	10.961
	***



	
	RC3
	<---
	F8
	0.629
	0.103
	9.916
	***



	
	RC2
	<---
	F8
	0.701
	0.102
	10.768
	***



	
	RC1
	<---
	F8
	0.665
	0.103
	10.358
	***



	
	RC6
	<---
	F8
	0.604
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Table 4. Standardized total effects, direct effects, and indirect effects.
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Standardized Total Effects

	
Standardized Direct Effects

	
Standardized Indirect Effects






	

	
F6

	
F7

	
F8

	

	
F6

	
F7

	
F8

	

	
F6

	
F7

	
F8




	
F7

	
0.639

	
0.000

	
0.000

	
F7

	
0.639

	
0.000

	
0.000

	
F7

	
0.000

	
0.000

	
0.000




	
F8

	
0.424

	
0.299

	
0.000

	
F8

	
0.233

	
0.299

	
0.000

	
F8

	
0.191

	
0.000

	
0.000




	
RC1

	
0.282

	
0.199

	
0.665

	
RC1

	
0.000

	
0.000

	
0.665

	
RC1

	
0.282

	
0.199

	
0.000




	
RC2

	
0.297

	
0.210

	
0.701

	
RC2

	
0.000

	
0.000

	
0.701

	
RC2

	
0.297

	
0.210

	
0.000




	
RC3

	
0.266

	
0.188

	
0.629

	
RC3

	
0.000

	
0.000

	
0.629

	
RC3

	
0.266

	
0.188

	
0.000




	
RC4

	
0.287

	
0.202

	
0.677

	
RC4

	
0.000

	
0.000

	
0.677

	
RC4

	
0.287

	
0.202

	
0.000




	
RC5

	
0.255

	
0.180

	
0.602

	
RC5

	
0.000

	
0.000

	
0.602

	
RC5

	
0.255

	
0.180

	
0.000




	
RC6

	
0.256

	
0.180

	
0.604

	
RC6

	
0.000

	
0.000

	
0.604

	
RC6

	
0.256

	
0.180

	
0.000




	
RI2

	
0.486

	
0.761

	
0.000

	
RI2

	
0.000

	
0.761

	
0.000

	
RI2

	
0.486

	
0.000

	
0.000




	
RI1

	
0.492

	
0.770

	
0.000

	
RI1

	
0.000

	
0.770

	
0.000

	
RI1

	
0.492

	
0.000

	
0.000




	
TS2

	
0.802

	
0.000

	
0.000

	
TS2

	
0.802

	
0.000

	
0.000

	
TS2

	
0.000

	
0.000

	
0.000




	
TS1

	
0.771

	
0.000

	
0.000

	
TS1

	
0.771

	
0.000

	
0.000

	
TS1

	
0.000

	
0.000

	
0.000
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Table 5. Validity and reliability test.






Table 5. Validity and reliability test.





	

	
Validity Test

	
Reliability Test




	
Factor

	
Quantity of KMO Sampling Appropriateness

	
Approximate Chi-Squared

	
Degrees of Freedom

	
Significance

	
AVE Scores

	
C.R.

	
α (Standard)

	
α






	
F6

	
0.5

	
239.306

	
1

	
p = 0.000

	
0.62

	
0.76

	
0.764

	
0.764




	
F7

	
0.5

	
209.299

	
1

	
p = 0.000

	
0.62

	
0.76

	
0.739

	
0.738




	
F8

	
0.834

	
1036.133

	
15

	
p = 0.000

	
0.42

	
0.81

	
0.834

	
0.833




	
Comprehensive

	
0.826

	
1718.904

	
45

	
p = 0.000

	

	

	
0.83

	
0.83
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Table 6. Correlations of all variables.






Table 6. Correlations of all variables.











	
	F6
	F7
	F8





	F6
	0.62
	
	



	F7
	0.64
	0.62
	



	F8
	0.42
	0.45
	0.42



	     A V E  2    
	0.79
	0.79
	0.65
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