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Abstract: Under the background of higher education reform, undergraduate tourism students’
professional identity may play an important role in affecting students’ learning engagement and
the sustainable development of tourism higher education. Data were collected from 551 Chinese
undergraduate tourism students to investigate the potential relationships between professional
identity and learning engagement. Based on the theory of social identity, professional identity is
perceived as a progressive, dynamic process including professional cognition, professional appraisal,
and professional emotion. The data were analyzed using structural equation modeling (SEM), and the
findings confirmed that professional identity was in positive correlation with employee engagement.
Furthermore, the results showed that professional cognition has positive influences on professional
appraisal, professional emotion, and learning engagement, and professional appraisal has positive
influences on professional emotion and learning engagement. In addition, the mediating effects
of professional appraisal and professional emotion between professional cognition and learning
engagement were analyzed, respectively. This study contributes to the understanding of the impacts
of tourism students’ professional identity on learning engagement. Both theoretical and practical
implications are provided.

Keywords: professional identity; learning engagement; undergraduate; tourism higher education;
China

1. Introduction

In accordance with the development of the tourism industry all over the world, the
number of tourism higher education institutions, teachers, and students is increasing
rapidly [1]. Similarly, the prosperity of the Chinese tourism industry has accelerated
the development of tourism education since the reform and opening-up policy in 1978,
and the number of tourism universities in China has ranked among the top in the world.
However, problems are also detected that tourism degrees of some key universities have
shrunk, students’ professional identity has been declining, and the turnover rate of tourism
employees is high [2,3]. The structural imbalance between tourism talent supply and
tourism industrial demand has seriously weakened the quality of talent training and the
sustainable development of the tourism industry [4,5]. In particular, the relatively low
professional identity of tourism university students is one of the important reasons [6,7].

The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the vulnerability of the tourism industry [8].
The quality of tourism higher education is questioned because of lower quality student
intake and poorer academic performance [9]. The COVID-19 pandemic has severely im-
pacted employment in the tourism and hotel industry, with an estimated 100–120 million
direct job losses worldwide at the beginning of the epidemic [10]. Since the outbreak of
COVID-19, tourism education was also badly affected, and re-building students’ profes-
sional confidence has attracted extensive attention [11–13]. The number of Chinese students
who would like to choose tourism majors for university education has been declining, and
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the rate of transferring tourism majors has increased after entering university [14]. Accord-
ingly, the employment rate of the tourism-related industry has decreased [15]. With the
additional competition among different majors in Chinese higher education, the tourism
major in Chinese universities is facing a survival crisis [16]. Therefore, it is significant to
strengthen and improve Chinese undergraduate tourism students’ professional identity
and enhance their learning engagement and employment competitiveness.

Professional identity has been an important aspect of higher education development.
It is an important measure of learners’ own values, as well as career development goals [17].
It has been shown that professional identity plays an important role in the breakthrough
and upgrading of the tourism discipline. However, undergraduate tourism students’
professional identity has not been well investigated. As a focus of higher education research,
learning engagement is perceived as an important predictor of academic success [18].
Learning engagement is usually used to describe the phenomenon and state of students’
active involvement in learning tasks, and refers to the positive and fulfilling mental state
related to learning [19], and seems to be a generally accepted and unchallenged orthodox
academic belief [20]. Relevant research shows the more students involved in learning, the
better they gain from learning in all aspects [21].

Some studies have confirmed that there is a significant correlation between university
students’ professional identity and learning engagement. However, how professional
identity affects learning engagement needs to be further studied [22,23]. The relationship
between professional identity and learning engagement is not a simple linear correlation
and may be regulated by students’ personality, teaching environment and level, and so
on [24–27]. In addition, Chinese students’ professional identity and learning engagement
have received little research attention [28]. Does the professional identity of Chinese
undergraduate tourism students affect learning engagement? How does it affect learning
engagement?

This study is helpful in contributing to the development of professional identity theory
through investigating Chinese undergraduate tourism students’ professional identity and
learning engagement. In particular, the contributions of the study are revealed as follows.
Firstly, this study contributes to the development of the scale of professional identity.
Secondly, this study evaluates the professional identity status of Chinese undergraduate
tourism students. Thirdly, this study investigates the relationships between professional
identity and learning engagement.

In order to achieve the above purpose, the following hypotheses are proposed: Does
undergraduate tourism students’ professional identity have a positive impact on learning
engagement? Can students’ professional identity be understood from three aspects: cogni-
tion, appraisal, and emotion? What are the relationships among professional cognition,
professional appraisal, professional emotion and learning engagement? The structure of
the paper is presented as follows. First, based on the social identity theory, this study
explores the connotation of professional identity and proposes the research hypotheses
and model. Second, the methodology is introduced to examine and validate the scale of
professional identity. Third, this study applies the structural equation model to test the
relationship between professional identity (including three dimensions: professional cogni-
tion, professional appraisal, and professional emotion) and learning engagement. Finally,
conclusions and implications are discussed based on the results. The study’s limitations
and future research directions are also presented.

2. Literature Review and Hypothesis Development
2.1. Social Identity Theory

The concept of social identity was derived from group identity, referring to an individ-
ual’s belief or that he/she was a member of the group [29]. The theory of social identity
focuses on the sense of identity that individuals belong to the social category or group
and the impacts of this sense on individual behaviors [30]. The theory holds that group
members demarcate group boundaries according to strategies such as social classification,
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social comparison, or positive differentiation and take different behaviors [31]. Based on
the similarities and differences within and outside the group, individuals identify with or
distinguish themselves from a group, and identify with an in-group or discriminate against
an out-group cognitively, emotionally, and behaviorally [32,33].

Therefore, the theory of social identity was helpful to understand university students’
professional identity from three aspects: cognition, appraisal, and emotion [34]. Specifically,
the cognitive component refers to the process of students’ understanding of the major by
learning professional knowledge, an evaluative component refers to the positive or nega-
tive evaluation of the fit between individuals and groups, and the emotional component
refers to the individual’s attachment to the group and other members [30]. Social identity
theory attaches importance to stimulating individual social emotion through self-cognition,
evaluation, and classification, which is not only a dynamic action process but also a rela-
tively stable action result [32,33]. For example, Dick et al. developed the organizational
identity scale that consists of four dimensions: cognition, emotion, evaluation, and behav-
ior [35]. This theory provides a theoretical basis to understand professional identity and to
examine the relationship between professional identity and learning engagement.

2.2. Professional Identity (PI)

The professional identity is usually understood as the internalization of values, identi-
fication of the major or occupation, and psychology unification [36]. At present, the research
of professional identity focuses on the areas including the dimensions and measurement
of professional identity, the relationship between professional identity, job satisfaction,
turnover rate, and so on [37–39]. In particular, many studies discussed the formation of
professional identity in the social context, and professional identity was characterized
with a multi-dimensional structure, referring to a continuous, constantly changing active
process [40]. In contrast, there was less research in the Chinese context, especially un-
dergraduate tourism students’ professional identity. The limited research focuses on the
discussion of the connotation and dimensions of professional identity and the influential
factors of professional identity [18,24,41].

Based on the above analysis and the theory of social identity, university students’
professional identity was gradually constructed as a dynamic psychological process from
professional cognition, professional appraisal to professional emotion [42,43]. Specifically,
undergraduate tourism students acquire professional knowledge of tourism theory and
industry and a construct of the professional cognition of the tourism major [44]. Based
on the cognition of the tourism major, university students evaluated the matching degree
between themselves and the majors and generated positive or negative evaluations [45].
Consequently, it will lead to students’ emotional acceptance and attachment to the tourism
major, which in turn promotes their learning engagement. Adversely, it might also produce
the opposite result [46,47]. The above understanding of professional identity can be
summarized as a dynamic, progressive process consisting of three dimensions: professional
cognition, professional appraisal, and professional emotion [45]. The first dimension
influences the second dimension; different dimensions may not only have a direct influence
on learning engagement but also have indirect influence through other variables [26,27].

An individual’s cognitive state and psychological process have significant impacts on
professional appraisal and professional emotion [48,49]. According to Control-value theory
(CVT), cognitive appraisals and emotions govern motivation and learning in achievement
settings [42]. High levels of perceived control and value indicate higher levels of positive
emotions and lower levels of negative emotions [50]. University students can experience
different cognitions, appraisals, and emotions in learning settings. Cognitive appraisal
theory (CAT) also shows that the beliefs guide the emotional response [51]. Cognition
appraisal can affect students’ emotional state, and the appraisal is a significant factor in
developing emotions in the study process [52,53]. Consequently, the following hypotheses
are proposed:
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Hypotheses 1 (H1). University students’ professional cognition is positively related to professional
appraisal.

Hypotheses 2 (H2). University students’ professional cognition is positively related to professional
emotion.

Hypotheses 3 (H3). University students’ professional appraisal is positively related to professional
emotion.

Hypotheses 4 (H4). Professional appraisal mediates the effects of professional cognition on
professional emotion.

2.3. Learning Engagement (LE)

Learning is a complex human activity. Examining the process and conditions of
learning has always been one of the most interesting topics for scholars [54,55]. Since the
21st century, university students’ learning engagement has become one of the focuses to
improve higher education quality [56]. At present, in the field of higher education, the
research on learning engagement mainly focus on the following aspects: constructing
theoretical concept, measuring learning engagement, carrying out empirical research,
exploring influencing process, and examining the effects of learning engagement [54,57,58].
Learning engagement is closely related to their academic achievement, ability development
and learning satisfaction [59], and conduciveness to stimulate students’ positive qualities
such as optimism, resilience, creativity, and job satisfaction, which effectively promote
the maturity and development of students and lay a solid foundation for them to enter
society [38,60].

Learning engagement could be understood as the individual psychological state of
learners in learning activities, which was a composite concept containing multiple di-
mensions such as behavior, emotion, and cognition [61,62]. Learning engagement was a
lasting and perfect cognitive and emotional state related to learning, scientific research,
and employment, which was an important indicator of students’ positive learning psy-
chology [63]. Many studies have proven the relationships between cognitions appraisal,
emotions, and learning performance [50,54,61]. Skinner et al. proposed the self-system
model of motivational development (SSMMD) [61]. The positive emotions could improve
university students’ satisfaction and creative learning, and negative emotions will lead
to negative behaviors. The model has been widely used in the field of higher education
research, which confirms the influence of environmental perception and emotion on learn-
ing engagement [18,19,64]. Vermunt and Vermetten put forward the concept of learning
pattern, which includes cognition, emotion, and regulation [65]. Biggs et al. proposed a
classic three-stage model of “presage–process–product” to explain the learning process of
university students [66]. Song and Qu examined the mediating role of consumption emo-
tions [67]. The above models show the interaction between the individual characteristics of
students and the learning environment from different levels, forming students’ perception
and experience of the learning environment and then influencing the learning style, and
the learning results.

There were a few studies on undergraduate tourism students’ engagement [24,68,69].
Some scholars have introduced and revised the learning engagement scale by Schaufeli
et al. [22], tested its reliability and validity in the context of Chinese culture, and have shown
good results [68]. Based on the previous investigation and communication with tourism
teachers and students in many Chinese universities, it was found that university students’
low learning engagement and weak learning enthusiasm has become a common problem
among undergraduate tourism students [6,7]. This might be due to many factors, such as
social and cultural background, tourism industry development and employment prospects,
and professional courses, and so on [2]. These factors also have a certain relationship with
professional identity and learning engagement. Therefore, the hypotheses are formulated
as follows:
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Hypotheses 5 (H5). University students’ professional cognition is positively related to learning
engagement.

Hypotheses 6 (H6). University students’ professional appraisal is positively related to learning
engagement.

Hypotheses 7 (H7). University students’ professional emotion is positively related to learning
engagement.

Hypotheses 8 (H8). Professional emotion mediates the effects of professional appraisal on learning
engagement.

Hypotheses 9 (H9). Professional appraisal mediates the effects of professional cognition on learning
engagement.

Hypotheses 10 (H10). Professional emotion mediates the effects of professional cognition on learn-
ing engagement.2.4. Relationship between professional identity (PI) and learning engagement (LE).

In recent years, many scholars have carried out the study of professional identity and
learning engagement. Most studies showed that there was a significant positive correlation
between professional identity and learning engagement [23–25,28]. Students with a high
professional identity can prevent the continuous decrease of learning enthusiasm, which
results in the increase of learning engagement. For example, Tang examined the influences
of professional identity on job satisfaction of rural teachers in mainland China [24]. It
is noted that professional identity was influential in work engagement, was helpful in
improving job satisfaction, and reducing turnover intention.

Figure 1 demonstrates the theoretical model of the hypothesized relationships among
professional identity (professional cognition, professional appraisal, and professional
emotion) and learning engagement.
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Figure 1. A theoretical model of impacts of tourism students’ professional identity on learning engagement.

3. Methodology
3.1. Research Instrument

Based on the existing research, a questionnaire was developed to measure tourism
students’ professional identity and learning engagement. In particular, the scale to measure
students’ professional identity was adapted from a number of studies [35,45,70]. The scale
included three aspects in the context of Chinese tourism higher education: professional
cognition, professional appraisal, and professional emotion. Next, in terms of measuring
learning engagement, a scale was adapted from the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale-
Student (UWES-S) [22]. Many studies have proved the reliability and validity of the
UWES-S scale for Chinese university students [71,72].

The questionnaire consists of three parts: the first section examines Chinese under-
graduate tourism students’ professional identity, the second section investigates students’
learning engagement, and the third section examines the demographic profiles of respon-
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dents, such as gender, grade, family source, and admission type of university entrance
examination. These items were rated utilizing a five-point Likert scale from 1 (completely
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

3.2. Data Collection

Data for this study was collected through the questionnaire survey with undergradu-
ate tourism students from 10 large public universities located in Jiangsu province, China.
Jiangsu province was located in the coastal area of eastern China. The number of uni-
versities and the development level of the tourism industry in Jiangsu province is in the
forefront of the country. At present, about 30 universities in Jiangsu province have set up
tourism degrees at undergraduate level, and there are 9000–10,000 undergraduate tourism
students. In addition, there are many types of undergraduate levels, for example, national
key universities, provincial key universities, and local general universities. Researchers
have been engaging in tourism education and tourism research in Jiangsu, and are also
familiar with the development process and existing problems of tourism education in
Jiangsu. Therefore, taking Jiangsu province as the research area was representative to in-
vestigate university undergraduate tourism students’ professional identity. The theoretical
and empirical implications of the study would be more meaningful and more enlightening
for other relatively less developed provinces.

The research team maintained good communication and contact with universities
in Jiangsu province, which is conducive to data collection and effectiveness. According
to the geographical and professional characteristics, ten representative universities were
contacted and agreed to participate in the data collection.

The data collection took approximately two months, from May to June 2021. Firstly,
a small-scale pre-survey was carried out to evaluate the initial questionnaire, purify and
revise the items, and finalize the questionnaire for a formal investigation. Specifically, a
total of 300 questionnaires were distributed to three universities in Jiangsu, and 251 valid
questionnaires were retained after screening. The response rate of valid questionnaires was
83.6%. Second, a stratified random sample method was applied. According to the number
of undergraduate tourism students, and the level of the university, ten representative
universities were contacted and agreed to participate in the data collection. Then, a simple
random sampling method was adopted to extract the above number of sample units from
the ten universities. We tried to reduce the sampling error. A large-scale formal survey
was carried out, and 700 questionnaires were distributed to 10 universities in Jiangsu. A
total of 149 questionnaires were eliminated owing to unengaged responses, and 551 valid
questionnaires were retained, resulting in a valid response rate of 78.7%.

3.3. Data Analysis

Data analysis included the following steps. First, a descriptive analysis was conducted
through the SPSS version 18 statistical package to detect the normality and multicollinearity
problems. Second, exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was performed on the initial sample
(251 cases) to measure the reliability and validity of the questionnaire. Third, confirmatory
factor analysis (CFA) was performed on the formal survey (551 cases) of the measurement
model. Finally, a structural equation model (SEM) using SPSS AMOS24.0 package was
conducted to test the proposed conceptual model.

3.4. Ethical Consideration

The researchers followed the standard requirements of research. The purposes of the
research were explained before asking the students to volunteer for the survey to ensure the
participation was voluntary and respondents’ personal information was kept unidentifiable
in the research process. The research was approved by the researchers’ university Ethics
Committee on 5 May 2021.
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4. Results
4.1. Demographic Characteristics of Respondents

Table 1 describes the demographic characteristics of the respondents. Among the 551
respondents in the study, 77.9% were female and 22.1% were male, showing consistency
with the fact that there were more female students than male students in tourism major
in China [73]. In terms of grade distribution, freshmen and junior students accounted for
29.8 and 31.0%, respectively, while sophomore and senior students accounted for 20.1 and
19.1%, respectively. Concerning the family sources, university students from urban and
rural areas accounted for 35.8 and 38.1%, respectively, and 26.1% of university students
come from small towns. In terms of university admission, students who take tourism
major as their first choice accounted for 25.3%, and the students who take tourism major
as their second and third choices reached 25.0%. However, the proportion of adjusted
admission reached 32.5%. Adjusted admission means that the examinee is not accepted by
their chosen universities in the admission, and the examinee is subject to the adjustment of
the admissions department and is admitted by other universities that have not completed
the enrollment plan.

Table 1. Demographic profile of respondents (N = 551).

Demographic Category Sample Size Frequency (%)

Gender
Male 122 22.1

Female 429 77.9
Family source

Urban area 197 35.8
Small town 144 26.1
Rural area 210 38.1

Grade
Freshman 164 29.8

Sophomore 111 20.1
Junior 171 31.0
Senior 105 19.1

university Admission
First choice 137 24.9

Second choice 65 11.8
Third choice 80 14.5
Other choice 96 17.4

Adjusted admission 173 31.4

4.2. Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA)

In order to explore the factor structure of Chinese university students’ professional
identity, exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was conducted with the initial sample (N = 251).
Given the Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin (KMO) measure of sampling adequacy (0.929) and Bartlett’s
test of sphericity (χ2 = 3237.119, p < 0.001), which confirmed the appropriateness of the
factor structure. Specifically, the criteria that eigenvalues greater than one, the identified
factors, and indicators could be interpretability in theory and stability is used to determine
the number of factors [74]. A total of three items were deleted due to their failure to meet
the threshold of 0.5 [75].

The results of EFA are presented in Table 2. The extracted 14 measurement items
accounted for 74.33% of the total variance. Specifically, professional cognition had four
items (8.509%), the professional appraisal had four items (12.587%), and professional
emotion had six items (53.234%). This study used Cronbach’s alpha as an indicator of
internal consistency; the results demonstrated that the score of the structure size was 0.923
(professional emotion), 0.903 (professional appraisal), and 0.864 (professional cognition),
exceeding the recommended threshold of 0.70. The above results showed that the construct
of professional identity consisted of three dimensions: professional cognition, professional
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appraisal, and professional emotion. Specifically, the dimension of professional cognition
refers to an individuals’ understanding of the history, current situation, and future devel-
opment of tourism major, reflecting their identity consciousness of belonging to a certain
group. The dimension of professional appraisal refers to an individual’s evaluation of the
degree of conformity between his personality, personal development, and tourism major.
The dimension of professional emotion refers to an individual’s attachment to the tourism
major, which is manifested in professional confidence, employment intention, emotional
belonging, and satisfaction degree.

Table 2. Exploratory factor analysis of constructs.

Items Factor
Loadings

Cronbach’s
Alpha Mean

Professional cognition (PC) 0.923 3.48
PC: 1 I know the employment situation of tourism major 0.784

PC 2: I know the position of tourism major in our university 0.812
PC 3: I know the external evaluation of tourism major 0.854

PC 4: On the whole, I have a clear understanding of tourism major 0.736
Professional appraisal (PA) 0.903 3.30

PA 1: I have a good tourism professional thinking 0.749 3.34
PA 2: My character matches tourism major 0.837 3.25

PA 3: Tourism major can reflect my character 0.831 3.16
PA 4: I feel very relaxed studying tourism 0.803 3.45

Professional emotion (PE) 0.864 3.71
PE 1: I am willing to engage in work related to tourism 0.730 3.30

PE 2; I have accepted the tourism major in my heart 0.697 3.46
PE 3: I have a positive evaluation of tourism major 0.810 3.70

PE 4: I have great confidence in the development prospect of a tourism major 0.823 3.68
PE 5: I have a positive feeling for tourism major 0.769 3.40

PE 6: I am basically satisfied with the tourism major of our university 0.735 3.32

4.3. Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA)

Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted with the second sample (N = 551)
to verify whether the factor structure of the questionnaire scale was well adapted to the
sample data. Multiple measures were used to assess the model fit, including χ2/df, GFI,
RMSEA, RMR, CFI, NFI, IFI [76]. The fit indices were as follows: χ2/df = 3.27, GFI = 0.94,
CFI = 0.96, NFI = 0.94, IFI = 0.96, RMSEA = 0.06, and RMR = 0.04. The estimation of the
model provided an acceptable fitting [77]. After proper modification of the model, the
final measurement model was obtained. The values of standardized loading ranged from
0.556 to 0.882, and t-values were between 11.678 and 18.107, and the loadings of all factors
were statistically significant. CFA confirmed the findings of EFA, and each indicator of
professional identity was highly fitted to the expected dimension.

For the data analysis, the model was verified when the average variance extracted
(AVE), Cronbach’s alpha and CR confirmed the discriminant validity [76]. The CR (compos-
ite reliability) of the constructs was obtained from the CFA results. The CR was used to test
the internal consistency for the constructs, and the CR values exceeded the recommended
threshold (CR > 0.70). As Tables 2 and 3 show, the CR values of the construct ranged from
0.784 to 0.93, exceeded 0.70.

Apart from the AVE value of the professional cognition was 0.48, slightly lower than
0.5, the AVE values of other variables ranged from 0.584 to 0.816. The discriminant validity
of latent variables was tested by checking whether the square root AVE of each variable was
superior to the correlation [78]. Table 3 shows the research results of CFA, CR, AVE, mean,
and the correlations of the constructs. Therefore, validity and reliability were established
for the proposed model.
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Table 3. Correlations and squared correlations of constructs.

Construct CR AVE Mean
Discriminant Validity (Correlations and Square Root of AVE)

PE PM PC LE

Professional emotion (PE) 0.858 0.607 3.48 0.779
Professional appraisal (PA) 0.893 0.584 3.30 0.669 0.764
Professional cognition (PC) 0.784 0.483 3.71 0.508 0.406 0.695
Learning engagement (LE) 0.930 0.816 3.30 0.458 0.504 0.375 0.903

Table 2 shows that the mean value of each factor of professional identity ranged
from 3.16 to 3.85, Table 3 shows that the mean value of professional emotion, professional
appraisal, professional cognition, and learning engagement ranged from 3.30 to 3.71. This
result illustrated that the degree of Chinese undergraduate tourism students’ professional
identity and learning engagement were not high.

4.4. Results of the Structural Model

First, the relationship between professional identity and learning engagement were
examined to check the predictive validity of the new scale. Specifically, the path coefficient
(β = 0.591, p < 0.001) is obtained from the structural equation model of the direct effect of
professional identity on learning engagement. Professional identity was shown in a positive
correlation with learning engagement. Among the three dimensions of professional identity,
professional emotion contributed the most (β = 0.829, p < 0.001), followed by professional
appraisal (β = 0.801, p < 0.001), and professional cognition (β = 0.566, p < 0.001).

Second, SEM was used to evaluate the relationships among professional cognition,
professional appraisal, professional emotion and learning engagement. The fit indices
indicated a satisfactory result: χ2/df = 2.74, GFI = 0.88, CFI = 0.93, NFI = 0.90, IFI = 0.93,
RMSEA = 0.06, and RMR = 0.05. The structural paths and effects are presented in Figure 2,
Table 4.
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Table 4. Direct effects, indirect effects and total effects of the latent variables in structural model.

Influence
Paths

Total
Effects

Direct
Effects

Indirect
Effects

Standardized
Errors t Value

PC→ LE 0.471 0.203 0.268 0.067 3.022
PC→ PE 0.599 0.333 0.265 0.054 6.142
PM→ LE 0.543 0.437 0.107 0.085 5.166
PC→ PM 0.396 0.396 — 0.054 7.348
PM→ PE 0.670 0.670 — 0.070 9.523
PE→ LE 0.159 0.159 — 0.070 2.270
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As shown in Figure 2, all direct paths were statistically significant, supporting H1,
H2, H3, H5, H6, and H7. In particular, the analysis results of the model demonstrated that
professional cognition (β = 0.161, p < 0.01), professional appraisal (β = 0.339, p < 0.001), and
professional emotion (β = 0.149, p < 0.05) significantly influenced learning engagement.
Professional cognition (β = 0.283, p < 0.001), and professional appraisal (β = 0.555, p < 0.001)
significantly influenced professional emotion. The direct relationship between professional
cognition and professional appraisal was also positive at β = 0.406, p < 0.001.

The bootstrap method was adopted to test the mediating role of professional emotion
and professional appraisal [79]. The bootstrap method was widely used to check the
indirect impact in the mediation model. The mediating effect of professional appraisal
between professional cognition and professional emotion was shown significant (β = 0.265,
p < 0.001), with the bias-corrected confidence intervals (B-CCI) ranging from 0.189 to
0.374, supporting H4. Similarly, the mediating effect of professional emotion between
professional appraisal and learning engagement was shown not significant (β = 0.107,
p = 0.087), with the B-CCI ranging from −0.013 to 0.247; H8 was rejected. In addition,
according to the same testing method, the mediating effects of professional appraisal and
professional emotion between professional cognition and learning engagement were also
significant, thus, H9 and H10 were supported.

Table 4 shows that direct effects, indirect effects, and total effects of the latent variables
in the structural model. According to the comparison of the magnitude and significance
of the path coefficient, the direct effects were from strong to weak, shown as follows:
PM → PE, PM → LE, PC → PM, PC → PE, PC → LE, and PE → LE. The total effects
were from strong to weak, shown as follows: PM→ PE, PC→ PE, PM→ LE, PC→ LE,
PC→ PM, PE→ LE. The results showed that university students have a clear cognition of
tourism major, and the evaluation of the matching degree between the individual and the
major will significantly affect students’ positive or negative emotion of tourism major, or
possibly negative emotion.

5. Discussion and Conclusions

The purpose of this study is threefold: to validate the professional identity model
and measurement; to investigate Chinese undergraduate tourism students’ professional
identity; to examine the effects of the professional identity on learning engagement, and the
relationships among professional cognition, professional appraisal, professional emotion,
and learning engagement. Under the background of the COVID-19 pandemic and Chinese
higher education reform, the importance of professional identity research is becoming
more and more prominent [8]. The results of this study are useful for improving the
competitiveness of undergraduate tourism students, and accelerating the sustainable
development of tourism higher education. The findings reveal both theoretical and practical
implications.

5.1. Theoretical Implications

First, the proposed model of professional identity is validated for the research con-
text of Chinese undergraduate tourism students, which enriches the research field of
professional identity. As mentioned in the literature review, the research focused on exam-
ining university tourism students’ professional identity is very limited [7,28]—the prior
research on professional identity mainly concentrated on educational and medical stu-
dents [40,80]. This study further verified the impact of professional identity on learning
engagement [11,13]. The employment prospect of university tourism students in China is
not optimistic, and students’ professional identity shows a downward trend. Both tourism
higher education and tourism industry are severely challenged. In the past, the research
did not attach enough importance to the effects of students’ professional identity on learn-
ing engagement [7], but this research is helpful to understand the value of professional
identity and its effects on learning engagement. In addition, this study also has an en-
lightening significance for other programs in universities. Second, this study establishes a



Sustainability 2021, 13, 13379 11 of 16

measurement scale of professional identity, and evaluates undergraduate tourism students’
professional identity in China. Most prior research has been qualitative, and quantitative
tests of the related topic are scarce [81]. This research uses quantitative methods to measure
and reveal that professional identity has a significant positive effect on learning engage-
ment, which can significantly predict academic performance and employment competition.
The previous research on the measurement of professional identity mainly focuses on
developed countries [39,82]. However, this study takes China, a developing country, as
an example. The current status of Chinese undergraduate tourism students’ professional
identity and learning engagement are not optimistic, which tends to weaken the employ-
ment competitiveness, and even affects the sustainable development of tourism education
and the tourism industry [6,7]. The research noted that university students’ professional
identity could be improved to alleviate learning anxieties and enhance their satisfaction
and engagement [13].

Third, this study reveals that the professional identity is a progressive, dynamic pro-
cess from psychology to behavioral intention. Compared with previous studies [7,22,28,45],
it is noted that university students’ professional identity consists of professional cognition,
professional appraisal, and professional emotion based on the social identity theory and
the professional identity research. There are few studies on the relationships between
cognition, evaluation, emotion, and their positions in professional identity [31,43,44]. This
study examines the impact of university tourism students’ professional identity on learn-
ing engagement and tests the relationships among professional cognition, professional
appraisal, professional emotion, and learning engagement. This study shows that profes-
sional cognition is positively related to professional appraisal, professional emotion, and
learning engagement. Based on the above results, the professional appraisal significantly
affects professional emotion and learning engagement. The professional emotion also
significantly affects learning engagement. The professional identity has a superposition
effect on learning engagement, and the promotion of professional identity is a multi-level
progressive process and contributes to the professional identity education of tourism stu-
dents. This is a meaningful and interesting conclusion, which is different from the previous
research [35,43].

Fourth, this study examines the mediating effects of professional appraisal and profes-
sional emotion between different variables to better understand the progressive, dynamic
process of professional identity. Although earlier studies have concluded that there are
important relationships between professional appraisal, professional emotion, and learning
engagement [83,84], scholars have rarely empirically tested the mediating role of profes-
sional appraisal and professional emotion. This study supports that professional appraisal
plays a positive mediating role between professional cognition and professional emo-
tion [31,33]. However, the mediating role of professional emotion between professional
appraisal and learning engagement is not significant. According to the results of profes-
sional cognition, university students evaluate the matching degree between individual
characteristics and professional development, so as to produce positive or negative profes-
sional emotions and strengthen or weaken learning enthusiasm. This is similar to other
studies focusing on the classification of professional emotion and its impact on professional
engagement [43,51,52]. Therefore, it is necessary to strengthen professional ideological
education in order to enhance the matching degree between individual development and
tourism major.

5.2. Practical Implications

First, this study offers insights into Chinese tourism higher education. Since the
reform and opening-up policy, especially after 2000, the number of undergraduate tourism
universities in China has increased significantly. However, the professional competitiveness
and employment quality are not satisfactory due to internal and external adverse factors [4].
In particular, low professional identity is one of the influential factors, which has a negative
impact on talent cultivation and professional development [6,7]. University students with
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a better understanding of tourism major hold that the development of the individual can
better match with the major and produce positive learning emotion and learning behavior.
We need to attach great importance to enhancing university tourism students’ professional
identity and promoting the high-quality development of tourism major. We need to carry
out a comprehensive and in-depth survey of tourism’s professional identity on a regular
basis to understand what problems exist in tourism education [9]. At present, Chinese
universities should start paying more attention to the professional ideological education of
freshmen [85,86].

Second, professional identity is a continuous progressive process, and its promotion is
also a complicated systematic multi-level project, which needs to be continuously improved
through a series of countermeasures. University can formulate a variety of professional
education measures or activities in different forms and types such as classes, lectures,
exchanges, discussions, investigations, etc., so that students can clearly understand both
good prospects and existing problems of tourism major and tourism industry [14,68,87,88].

University teachers need to pay attention to the ideological status and learning status
of students and design effective intervention countermeasures. For example, a univer-
sity could invite successful alumni to share their experience with students to offer them
positive guidance and encouragement, and to improve university students’ academic
self-efficacy [89]. Students are encouraged to apply professional knowledge to solve the
difficulties faced by the development of the tourism industry, and integrate the individual
development to enhance the positive emotion of tourism major [9]. University students
can be scientifically guided to understand the current situation of the tourism major, and
adopt healthy and optimistic attitudes to face the difficulties encountered in learning [90].

Third, for different university student groups, sustained and accurate education
policies for professional identity need to be formulated. Although university students’
personality characteristics are not easy to change, strategies still need to be customized
based on the personalities of students. Professional identity varies due to different in-
fluencing factors such as individual characteristics. Therefore, differentiated education
guiding policies are formulated according to students’ identity in order to enhance the fit
between individuals and the tourism major, and to improve the implementation effects of
identity policies [11]. In addition, according to the characteristics of senior students, the
corresponding professional identity education policies are carried out to develop students’
attachment to the tourism major [89].

Fourth, the issue of tourism students’ professional identity varies in different re-
gions and countries. Chinese university tourism students’ professional identity is greatly
influenced by traditional culture and social concepts. Compared with developed coun-
tries [39,82], the relatively low level of technology, wages, and social status have led to a
high rate of transferring majors and a weak professional identity [28,91]. The COVID-19
pandemic has exacerbated the negative impacts of the problem [12]. Government, soci-
ety, enterprises, and universities need to work together to weaken the negative impacts
of social and cultural background through active intervention and re-building students’
professional confidence on the tourism profession [13]. For example, according to the
requirements of talent training, students are advised to formulate a phased learning plan
and reasonable career planning to increase learning engagement through strengthening
university–enterprise cooperation. Both society and university create a good learning envi-
ronment inside and outside the campus, providing economic, psychological support for the
tourism major, and establishing a creative atmosphere in tourism education [2]. It shortens
the psychological distance between teachers and students, and enhances their sense of
belonging to the major. In addition, joint efforts could be made to improve the entry salary
level of tourism graduates and to create a more positive professional identity. Only through
everyone’s joint efforts, the professional identity of tourism university students could be
improved.
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6. Limitations and Future Research

This study has two limitations that need to be surmounted in future research. First, the
sample was drawn from 10 universities in Jiangsu province, China. Jiangsu is a province
with a higher level of development in the tourism industry and higher education in China.
However, the unbalanced development of China’s tourism industry and tourism higher
education is very prominent. As a result, the conclusions and enlightenment of this research
may be more applicable to China’s developed provinces. Therefore, future studies can
extend the research contexts to different areas in China. Second, this study focuses on the
impact of undergraduate tourism students’ professional identity on learning engagement.
However, there is a lack of discussion on the factors affecting students’ professional identity
and learning engagement. Future studies could consider investigating the influencing
factors and carry out more comprehensive and in-depth research examining the relationship
between different factors, professional identity, and learning engagement.
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