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Abstract

:

Embracing net-zero principles and planet-friendly regenerative tourism practices can reduce our carbon footprint and increase momentum toward carbon neutral. The present study explored the effects of the net-zero commitment concern on regenerative tourism intention, including the moderating influence of destination competitiveness and influencer marketing on this relationship. Drawing on a survey of international expat tourists (N = 540) and partial least squares-structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM), the present study offers ground-breaking empirical evidence on the significantly positive influence of the net-zero commitment concern on regenerative tourism intention. Importantly, the PLS-SEM estimations also validated that destination competitiveness and influencer marketing strengthened the effects of the net-zero commitment concern on regenerative tourism intention through significantly positive moderations. The present study implications offer strategic guidelines and an advancement in prior knowledge on the net-zero commitment concern, destination competitiveness, influencer marketing, and regenerative tourism intention with an aim to increase the collective global efforts toward climate action. Moreover, the present study used prominent theories (i.e., the theory of planned behavior, game theory, resilience theory, and social learning theory) to guide future investigations on the complex nexus between net-zero commitment, destination competitiveness, influencer marketing, and regenerative tourism intention.
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1. Introduction


Climate change is not just a distant threat, it is a present reality with devastating consequences that demand our immediate attention and motivation for meaningful climate action [1,2]. Net zero refers to the idea of achieving a balance between the amount of greenhouse gas emissions produced and the amount removed from the atmosphere [2,3]. This concept is aimed at combating the effects of climate change, which is one of the biggest challenges facing humanity today [4]. The global commitment to net zero represents a concerted effort by countries, organizations, and individuals to take action toward this goal [1]. Net zero is a critical step toward reducing the negative impacts of climate change, such as rising temperatures, sea level rise, and more frequent extreme weather events [1,5]. This requires reducing emissions, as well as taking action to remove the existing greenhouse gases from the atmosphere [5,6]. The commitment to net zero represents a coordinated effort to address this challenge, bringing together all stakeholders to work toward a common goal. Countries and organizations that have committed to net zero are taking a leadership role in addressing this critical challenge [6,7]. This includes the adoption of more sustainable practices, investing in renewable energy sources, and supporting the development of new technologies that help reduce emissions and remove existing greenhouse gases from the atmosphere. By taking these actions, countries, organizations, and individuals are working to create a more sustainable future for generations to come [4,8]. The commitment to net zero also recognizes the critical role that individuals play in addressing this challenge. From reducing energy usage at home to supporting businesses and organizations that prioritize sustainability, individuals have the power to make a difference and help reach the goal of net zero [3,9].



The global commitment to regenerative tourism has increased significantly in recent years as travelers are becoming more aware of the impact of their travel on the environment and local communities [10,11]. Regenerative tourism goes beyond eco-tourism, as it not only protects the environment but also supports the local communities and their traditional ways of life [10,12]. Many tourism organizations and governments (e.g., Hawai’i Tourism Authority) are recognizing the importance of regenerative tourism and are taking steps to promote it [11,13]. Regenerative tourism involves working closely with local communities to create sustainable travel experiences that enhance the natural and cultural heritage of a destination [11,12]. Hence, the participation of all stakeholders, including local residents, businesses, governments, and tourists, is critical. By engaging local communities, regenerative tourism helps to create a sense of ownership and pride in the destination while providing economic benefits [14,15]. In order to promote regenerative tourism, it is important to support local economies and small businesses. This can be achieved by promoting local products, supporting local crafts, and encouraging visitors to spend money in the local community. Additionally, regenerative tourism should also focus on education and awareness-raising activities that highlight the importance of preserving the local environment and culture [13,14]. Regenerative tourism is critical for ensuring the long-term sustainability of destinations and the well-being of local communities [11,12]. The promotion of regenerative tourism practices can help to protect and preserve the planet’s natural and cultural heritage for future generations to enjoy. Hence, a concerted effort from all stakeholders is vital, including tourists, governments, businesses, and local communities, to create a more sustainable and regenerative travel industry [15,16].



Destination competitiveness refers to the ability of a tourist destination to attract and retain visitors in a competitive market [17,18]. It encompasses factors such as the infrastructure, facilities, amenities, and attractions that make a destination appealing to travelers [19,20]. Influencer marketing, on the other hand, is a form of marketing that utilizes social media influencers to promote a brand or destination to a targeted audience [21,22]. When it comes to regenerative tourism, both destination competitiveness and influencer marketing play a crucial role in shaping the industry [13,17,22]. The competitive environment of a destination can drive sustainable development and the preservation of local cultural and natural resources. Influencer marketing can raise awareness about regenerative tourism, promote sustainable practices, and encourage travelers to engage in responsible tourism [14,23]. Despite a rampant scholarly focus on net zero (including a commitment to net zero) and regenerative tourism, the underlying relationship between these two constructs has rarely been studied [3,12]. Importantly, empirical evidence on the effects of destination competitiveness and influencer marketing on regenerative tourism intention (especially their moderating effects) has rarely been examined in prior research [5,11,18,21]. To address this existent and critical knowledge gap, the present study explored the effects of the net-zero commitment concern on regenerative tourism intention [3,12] and whether destination competitiveness and influencer marketing moderate this relationship [5,11,18,21].




2. Literature Review and Hypotheses Development


2.1. Net-Zero Commitment Concern


In the past decade, the effects of climate change have become increasingly visible (e.g., immense heatwaves and drought in Europe, as well as the devastating flood in Pakistan) [3,5]. Consequently, the net-zero commitment concern is a pressing issue that is gaining more attention across the globe [1,3]. This term refers to a commitment made by countries, organizations, and corporations to reduce their greenhouse gas emissions to a level that is considered sustainable [5,7]. The goal of this commitment is to reach a state where the emissions that are produced are balanced by the amount that is being removed from the atmosphere, hence reaching a net-zero carbon footprint [4,8]. However, the reality of achieving this goal is far from simple, and it requires a significant effort and change in many aspects of our daily lives. There are several concerns that need to be addressed in order to reach this objective. Firstly, the rate of emissions reduction required to reach net zero is significantly higher than the current levels, and this necessitates major changes in energy generation, transportation, agriculture, and industrial processes [2,9]. This, in turn, requires a substantial investment in new technology and a shift in the way we live, work, and consume. Another major concern is that many countries and corporations have yet to fully acknowledge the magnitude of the challenge and the amount of effort required to reach net zero [6,24]. There is a tendency to focus on short-term targets and ignore the need for long-term planning and investment. This is particularly problematic in countries where political and economic factors may be prioritized over environmental concerns and where decision-makers may be reluctant to take the necessary steps to reduce emissions [2,6].



There is also a concern that reaching net zero may not be enough to prevent the worst effects of climate change, particularly if the rate of emissions reduction is not fast enough [1,5]. The planet is already experiencing the impacts of rising temperatures, melting ice caps, and extreme weather events, and more severe consequences are anticipated in the near future [7,8]. Another issue is that there is a need for international cooperation in order to achieve net zero. Different countries have different levels of emissions and different capacities to reduce them. In order to be effective, it is necessary for all countries to work together, share information and best practices, and support one another in their efforts [2,6]. However, there are often significant political and economic challenges to this cooperation, particularly between developed and developing countries, which may make it difficult to reach a shared commitment to net zero. Finally, there is also a concern that reaching net zero will not be possible without major advances in technology. For example, there are currently no viable alternatives to fossil fuels for transportation and energy generation, and the development of these technologies is slow and expensive [5,7]. Additionally, there is a need for new, effective methods of carbon capture and storage and for new technologies to enable the efficient use of renewable energy sources. Net-zero commitment is a critical issue for the future of our planet, and it requires a major effort from all of us to achieve it [4,9]. It requires a change in the way we live, work, and consume, and it requires international cooperation and investment in new technology. However, the benefits of reaching this goal are significant, and it is essential that all stakeholders (including businesses, governments, and civil society) work together to make it a reality [6,24].




2.2. Regenerative Tourism Intention


Globally, regenerative tourism is a growing movement in the travel and tourism industry that aims to create positive and long-lasting impacts on the communities, ecosystems, and cultures that host travelers [10,12]. It is a form of responsible tourism that goes beyond simply minimizing harm and seeks to actively restore, revitalize, and regenerate the natural and cultural systems that make a destination unique [11,13]. Regenerative tourism is founded on the belief that travel can play a transformative role in shaping a more sustainable and equitable world. Rather than just exploiting the resources of a destination, regenerative tourism seeks to support local communities, conserve natural resources, and protect cultural heritage [14,15]. It prioritizes the well-being of people and the planet over profit and seeks to create a truly regenerative experience for all involved. The core principle of regenerative tourism is to promote positive and lasting change in the places being visited [15,16]. This means that it is not just about reducing our impact but about actively working to restore and revitalize the host destinations. It requires a deep connection with the local community, a deep understanding of the natural and cultural systems that make a destination unique, and a willingness to work together to find solutions that work for everyone. One of the ways that regenerative tourism can do this is by supporting local economies [11,12]. By staying in locally-owned accommodations, eating at locally-owned restaurants, and buying locally-made products, travelers can help to create jobs and stimulate economic growth in the communities they visit [15,16]. Additionally, regenerative tourism often involves supporting local conservation initiatives, such as planting trees, supporting wildlife conservation programs, and supporting community-based sustainable agriculture initiatives [13,14].



Regenerative tourism also involves protecting and preserving cultural heritage. This can involve working with local communities to preserve traditional cultural practices, such as dance, music, and storytelling, and supporting cultural conservation initiatives, such as restoring historic buildings and preserving traditional landscapes [15,16]. Moreover, regenerative tourism also fosters learning about and experiencing the local culture, such as by taking a cooking class, visiting a local market, or participating in a local festival [11,12]. Finally, regenerative tourism involves respecting and valuing the natural environment. This means minimizing the impact on ecosystems and wildlife, such as by reducing waste and minimizing energy usage, and supporting conservation initiatives, such as supporting wildlife rehabilitation centers and national parks [10,12]. Furthermore, regenerative tourism can involve unique experiences of the natural beauty of a destination, such as hiking in a national park, kayaking in a scenic river, or exploring a beautiful beach [13,14]. Regenerative tourism is a people-centered holistic approach to travel that seeks to create positive and long-lasting change for local communities and the environment at the host destinations. It is about supporting local economies, protecting cultural heritage, and valuing the natural environment. By embracing regenerative tourism, travelers can play an active role in shaping a more sustainable and equitable world, one experience at a time [11,12].



Regenerative tourism can be seen as a response to some of the negative impacts of tourism identified in Gunn’s Tourism System [10,11,25]. While Gunn’s model emphasizes the potential for tourism to cause environmental and social harm over time, regenerative tourism seeks to minimize these impacts and even generate positive outcomes for the destination and its residents [12,25]. Specifically, regenerative tourism focuses on restoring and enhancing the natural and cultural environment of a destination rather than just mitigating negative impacts. It emphasizes local community involvement and benefits, and it seeks to create a more sustainable tourism industry overall [10,12]. Therefore, while Gunn’s Tourism System provides a framework for understanding the impacts of tourism on a destination, regenerative tourism is a specific approach to tourism development that seeks to create positive impacts and regenerate the environment and communities affected by tourism [10,13,25].



Trust is a critical factor that influences the behavior of tourists when it comes to choosing a regenerative tourism destination [16,26]. As environmental and social issues are becoming increasingly important, tourists are seeking destinations that demonstrate a commitment to sustainability, authenticity, and responsibility. Trust is built through the transparent communication of a destination’s practices, initiatives, and impacts on the environment and local communities [15,26]. This communication can include information about responsible waste management, conservation efforts, cultural preservation, and community involvement in regenerative tourism activities [12,26]. Tourists who trust a regenerative tourism destination are more likely to choose that destination over others. They are also more likely to recommend the destination to others, increasing the destination’s visibility and desirability. Therefore, trust can play a crucial role in repeat visitation, as tourists who have had a positive experience with a regenerative tourism destination are more likely to revisit it in the future [13,26]. This implies that a regenerative tourism destination can be successful if and when it prioritizes building trust with tourists through the transparent communication of its practices and initiatives. Eventually, this trust can lead to increased visitation and repeat visitation, benefiting both the destination and the tourists who seek regenerative tourism experiences [12,26].



Lastly, the tourism carrying capacity (i.e., the maximum number of tourists that a destination can accommodate without causing negative impacts on the environment, local community, and cultural heritage) can efficiently mobilize regenerative tourism practices [10,27]. By managing the destination’s carrying capacity, regenerative tourism can ensure that the number of tourists visiting the destination is sustainable, and the local resources can be replenished and regenerated, leading to a long-term positive impact on the environment and the community [12,27]. Hence, managing a destination’s carrying capacity is a crucial step toward implementing regenerative tourism practices [11,14,27].




2.3. Tourism Destination Competitiveness


A competitive tourism destination is one that has a strong brand and well-developed tourism infrastructure, including accommodations, transportation, attractions, and visitor services [19,20,28]. It is a destination that provides visitors with a memorable and authentic experience and that is accessible and easy to navigate. Tourism destination competitiveness refers to the ability of a destination to attract and retain tourists and generate economic benefits from their visits [17,18]. It is a measure of the effectiveness of a destination in providing a quality experience to visitors and in leveraging the benefits of tourism for local communities. Tourism competitiveness is influenced by a wide range of factors, including economic, environmental, cultural, and institutional conditions. Economic conditions refer to the availability of resources, such as investment capital, labor, and technology, which support tourism development [29,30]. Environmental conditions refer to the quality of the natural environment, including the presence of scenic areas, wildlife, and other attractions. Cultural conditions refer to the social, historical, and cultural heritage of the destination, as well as its customs and traditions. Institutional conditions refer to the policies, regulations, and programs that are in place to support tourism development. One of the most important factors affecting tourism competitiveness is the quality of the experience that visitors have at a destination [31,32]. This includes factors such as the level of service and hospitality offered by hotels, restaurants, and attractions, as well as the quality of visitor experiences, such as tours and activities [33,34].



A destination with high-quality visitor experiences is more likely to attract repeat visitors and generate positive word-of-mouth recommendations, which can help to build the destination’s reputation and increase its competitiveness [17,18]. Another key factor that affects tourism competitiveness is accessibility. A destination that is easily accessible by air, sea, or road, and that offers convenient and affordable transportation options for visitors, is more likely to attract tourists. This includes destinations with well-developed transportation systems, such as airports, seaports, and highways, as well as those that offer public transportation options, such as buses, trains, and taxis. In addition to these factors, the safety and security of a destination are also important considerations for tourists [17,28]. Destinations that are perceived as safe and secure are more likely to attract visitors and retain their business over time. This includes destinations with well-established emergency services and response systems, as well as those with well-trained law enforcement and security personnel [19,20]. Finally, the availability of visitor information and support services is also critical for a destination’s competitiveness. This includes visitor centers, tourism boards, and other resources that provide information about local attractions, activities, and events, as well as those that provide advice and support to visitors during their stay [30,31]. Destinations that offer comprehensive visitor information and support services are more likely to attract and retain tourists and generate positive economic benefits from their visits [17,18]. Tourism destination competitiveness is a complex and multifaceted concept that is influenced by a wide range of factors, including the quality of the experience that visitors have at a destination; its accessibility, safety, and security; and the availability of visitor information and support services. A competitive tourism destination is one that provides visitors with a memorable and authentic experience and that leverages the benefits of tourism for local communities [19,20].




2.4. Influencer Marketing


Influencer marketing can take many forms, from sponsored posts and product reviews to sponsored events and social media takeovers [35,36]. The goal is to create authentic, organic content that resonates with the influencer’s audience and helps build trust in the brand [23,37]. Influencer marketing is a form of digital marketing that leverages the influence of individuals with a large following on social media platforms to promote a brand, product, or service [21,22]. It involves partnering with social media influencers who have a large and engaged audience in a particular niche or industry. The idea behind influencer marketing is that people trust recommendations from individuals they follow and admire rather than from brands themselves. By partnering with influencers, brands can tap into their existing audience and reach new potential customers who are interested in the niche or industry the influencer covers [35,36]. One of the key benefits of influencer marketing is the ability to reach a targeted audience. Social media influencers typically have a specific niche or industry they focus on, and their followers are often highly interested in that area. By partnering with the right influencer, brands can reach potential customers who are already interested in their products or services [38,39].



Influencer marketing is also highly effective because it often feels more authentic and trustworthy than traditional advertising [40,41]. Social media influencers are seen as experts in their fields, and their followers trust their opinions and recommendations. When an influencer partners with a brand, they are effectively endorsing that brand, and their followers are more likely to trust and consider the brand as a result [21,22]. Another benefit of influencer marketing is that it can help build brand awareness and loyalty. By working with influencers, brands can reach a wider audience and establish a stronger online presence. When done correctly, influencer marketing can help build a strong, loyal community around a brand and increase customer engagement and retention [38,39,40]. Influencer marketing is also highly flexible and can be tailored to meet the specific needs of a brand or campaign. Brands can work with influencers on a one-off basis, or they can establish long-term partnerships. They can also choose to work with influencers who have a large or small following, depending on their marketing goals and budget [36,41]. However, it is important to remember that influencer marketing should be executed with care and transparency. Brands must be transparent about their partnership with influencers and disclose any sponsored content to their audience [21,22]. They must also ensure that the influencer’s content aligns with their brand values and messaging. Influencer marketing is a powerful tool for reaching a targeted audience and building brand awareness and loyalty [22,35]. By partnering with the right influencer, brands can reach new potential customers and establish a strong online presence. When executed correctly, influencer marketing can help brands build a loyal community and drive long-term business growth [38,39,40].




2.5. Net-Zero Commitment Concern and Regenerative Tourism Intention


The global concern for a net-zero commitment is driving the growth of regenerative tourism intention [3,11], as travelers seek to align their values with their travel decisions [3,13]. This trend is driven by the growing awareness of the need to reduce carbon emissions and the impact of human activities on the environment [16]. As interpreted by the theory of planned behavior, travelers are looking for options that not only minimize the impact on the environment but also contribute to its restoration and regeneration [42,43]. The increase in net-zero commitment concern has resulted in an increased demand for eco-friendly travel options, such as eco-lodges, green accommodations, and sustainable travel experiences [5,12]. Travelers are also more likely to support local communities and engage in activities that promote sustainable development [16]. This shift in consumer behavior is encouraging tourism operators to adopt more sustainable practices, such as reducing carbon emissions, using renewable energy sources, and promoting sustainable waste management practices [3,13].



The net-zero commitment concern is also affecting the travel industry as a whole, with many travel companies adopting more sustainable practices and incorporating environmental responsibility into their brand identity [4,16]. The quality of air and water, as well as the sustainable use of water resources, are essential components of achieving net zero and regenerative tourism [3,13]. Without the proper management and conservation of these resources, the tourism industry risks degrading the natural environment that visitors come to enjoy while also exacerbating climate change through increased carbon emissions [3,11]. By prioritizing the preservation of the air and water quality, and promoting sustainable water use practices, the tourism industry can move toward a more regenerative and responsible model that benefits both the environment and the local communities it serves [5,12].



The growth of eco-tourism and sustainable tourism has become increasingly popular among travelers looking to make a positive impact on the environment [16,24]. This trend is encouraging the tourism industry to adopt more sustainable practices and promoting the growth of eco-friendly and sustainable tourism [3,13]. As postulated by resilience theory, the travel industry continues to evolve, and it is important for organizations to prioritize environmental responsibility and promote sustainable development [44,45,46]. This will not only benefit the environment but also provide positive experiences for travelers and local communities. Hence, the first hypothesis is stated as follows:



Hypothesis 1 (H1).

Net-zero commitment concern has a significantly positive effect on regenerative tourism intention.






2.6. Moderating Effects of Destination Competitiveness


In global tourism, destination competitiveness (DC) and tourism intention are two concepts that are intricately linked with each other [12,17,28,47]. DC refers to the ability of a destination to attract and retain tourists, while regenerative tourism intention (RTI) is the motivation of travelers to engage in activities that promote the conservation and preservation of the environment and local communities [11,28]. The effects of DC on RTI are complex and far-reaching, influencing both the tourism industry and the natural and cultural environment [14,29]. One of the most significant effects of DC on RTI is the development of sustainable tourism practices. Destinations with high levels of competitiveness are more likely to adopt sustainable practices that minimize the impact of tourism on the environment and local communities [12,17,48]. For example, these destinations may promote eco-friendly transportation options, use renewable energy sources, and encourage waste reduction and recycling. This creates a more sustainable and environmentally friendly destination, which in turn appeals to travelers who are motivated to engage in RTI [12,17,28]. Another effect of DC on RTI is the development of responsible tourism. Destinations that are competitive are more likely to engage in practices that benefit both the local economy and environment [28,49]. For example, they may invest in local suppliers and promote community-based tourism activities that allow travelers to experience the local culture and contribute to its preservation. This not only benefits the local community but also appeals to travelers who are motivated to engage in RTI [14,28].



DC also affects RTI by shaping travelers’ perceptions of a destination. Game theory (i.e., mathematical framework) can be used to understand the behavior of different stakeholders in the context of regenerative tourism [14,50]. Game theory provides a way to model the interactions between actors and their decisions, which can help identify potential conflicts and opportunities for cooperation toward regenerative tourism goals [11,28,50]. Game theory can help analyze how tourists, local communities, businesses, and governments make decisions that affect the sustainability and resilience of the tourism industry [13,50]. It can help identify situations where different stakeholders may have conflicting interests or incentives and suggest strategies for aligning these interests toward sustainable outcomes [10,18,50]. As illustrated by game theory, destinations that are highly competitive are often marketed as offering unique experiences and attractions, and this marketing can impact travelers’ expectations and motivation to engage in RTI [20,50,51]. For example, a destination marketed as being environmentally friendly may attract travelers who are motivated to engage in RTI, while a destination marketed as being focused on entertainment and leisure may attract travelers who are less likely to engage in RTI [15,50].



Finally, DC also affects RTI through the development of tourism infrastructure [12,17,31]. Destinations that are competitive are more likely to have high-quality tourism infrastructure, which can support sustainable and responsible tourism practices [28,30]. For example, a destination with a well-developed transportation system may be better able to support eco-friendly transportation options and reduce the impact of tourism on the environment [11,28]. Additionally, well-developed infrastructure may provide more opportunities for travelers to engage in RTI, such as through guided tours, community-based activities, and cultural experiences [3,11,19]. The effects of DC on RTI are far-reaching and include the development of sustainable tourism practices, responsible tourism, the shaping of travelers’ perceptions, and the development of tourism infrastructure. By understanding these effects, destinations can better promote RTI and create a more sustainable and responsible tourism industry [14,28,29]. Hence, the second hypothesis is stated as follows:



Hypothesis 2 (H2).

Destination competitiveness significantly and positively moderates the effects of the net-zero commitment concern on regenerative tourism intention.






2.7. Moderating Effects of Influencer Marketing


Influencer marketing is changing the digital marketing trajectory as it is being increasingly utilized to promote products and services to a large audience through social media influencers [13,22,37]. In recent years, the tourism industry has also begun to embrace influencer marketing to promote regenerative tourism. Regenerative tourism, also known as responsible tourism, is a form of sustainable tourism that aims to promote sustainable development, the conservation of natural resources, and positive local community impacts [16,23,36]. The effects of influencer marketing on regenerative tourism intention can be both positive and negative. As interpreted by social learning theory, one of the positive effects of influencer marketing on regenerative tourism intention is that it can help to increase public awareness of regenerative tourism [40,52,53]. Influencers have a large following on social media and can spread the message of regenerative tourism to a wider audience. This increased visibility can help to create a buzz about the benefits of regenerative tourism, such as promoting sustainability and supporting local communities [16,23]. By sharing their personal experiences and promoting regenerative tourism, influencers can inspire others to engage in this type of travel [13,22]. Another positive effect of influencer marketing on regenerative tourism intention is that it can help to build trust and credibility with the target audience [11,13,22]. Influencers are seen as trusted sources by their followers, and their endorsement of a product or service can have a significant impact on the target audience’s purchase decision. In the case of regenerative tourism, influencer marketing can help to build trust and credibility with potential travelers, as influencers can share their experiences and share the benefits of regenerative tourism in a more personal and relatable way [16,23,38].



However, there are also negative effects of influencer marketing on regenerative tourism intention. One of the main concerns is that influencer marketing can be seen as inauthentic or staged. Influencers are often paid to promote products or services, and their endorsement may not always be genuine [13,21,22]. This can lead to skepticism among their followers and erode the trust and credibility that influencer marketing aims to build. Additionally, the use of influencer marketing in the tourism industry can lead to the over-promotion and over-commercialization of regenerative tourism [11,21]. Influencers may not always be knowledgeable about the sustainable practices and principles of regenerative tourism, and their endorsement of regenerative tourism may not always align with the principles of responsible tourism [11,16,37]. This can lead to confusion among travelers and undermine the authenticity of regenerative tourism. The effects of influencer marketing on regenerative tourism intention are complex and multifaceted [13,22]. On the one hand, influencer marketing can help to increase public awareness and build trust and credibility with potential travelers. On the other hand, it can also lead to skepticism, over-promotion, and over-commercialization of regenerative tourism [16,22,37]. Therefore, it is important for the tourism industry to carefully consider the use of influencer marketing in promoting regenerative tourism and to ensure that the principles of responsible tourism are respected and upheld [11,16,21,23]. Hence, the third hypothesis is stated as follows:



Hypothesis 3 (H3).

Influencer marketing significantly and positively moderates the effects of the net-zero commitment concern on regenerative tourism intention.





The proposed conceptual model of regenerative tourism intention, as predicted by the net-zero commitment concern, influencer marketing, and tourism destination competitiveness, is graphically presented in Figure 1.





3. Methods


3.1. Sampling and Procedure


The present study explored expat tourists’ intention who were interested in regenerative tourism based on their net-zero commitment concern. The present study’s population consisted of international expats tourists residing in the United Arab Emirates (UAE). The minimum sample size was determined as N > 200 based on the recommendations of prominent studies [11,54,55,56]. The study data were collected through an online survey using popular social media platforms (e.g., Facebook and LinkedIn) during the period August 2022 to January 2023. The survey link was shared on dedicated expat groups on Facebook (e.g., Expats in UAE representing 20.2k members; Expats in Dubai representing 73.3K members; and UAE Expats representing 25.8K members). The survey employed two eliminating questions, including: (1) Are you living as an expat in UAE? and (2) Do you have prior travel experience to a tourism destination (other than your home country)? Any respondents who replied ‘No’ to either of the two questions were excluded from the survey. Moreover, the demographic profile of the respondents adequately reflected their frequency of vacation travel (before COVID-19), i.e., (1) Once or twice per year (18%); (2) 3 to 5 times per year (44%); 6 to 8 times a year (32%); and more than 9 times a year (6%) [11,57]. Moreover, the respondents also reported on the number of hotel nights of stay at a tourism destination, including (1) 1–5 nights (63%); (2) 6–10 nights (17%); (3) 11–15 (12%) nights; and (4) more than 15 nights (8%). The participants were adequately informed about the purpose of the study and asked for their voluntary participation. Importantly, informed consent was also obtained from all participants before starting the online survey. The survey was administered in English, and it took approximately 10-15 min to complete. All respondents were assured confidentiality and anonymity of their participation; they were also allowed to withdraw from the survey at any stage and time [11]. The survey instantly ended as soon as the respondent(s) entered the answer to the final question and was not allowed to return to the survey as the response editing option was disabled [11,49]. A valid email of the respondent(s) was required to complete the survey, which ultimately discouraged the submission of multiple responses by the same respondent [11,49]. The collected data (N = 540) were analyzed using descriptive statistics and partial least squares-structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) to test the research hypotheses and to explore the underlying relationships between net-zero commitment concern, destination competitiveness, and influencer marketing and regenerative tourism intention [54,55,56].




3.2. Measures


The present study employed a combination of adapted and newly developed scales (see Appendix A) to measure and test the relationships between net-zero commitment concern (NZCC), regenerative tourism intention (RTI), destination competitiveness (DC), and influencer marketing (IM). Firstly, net-zero commitment concern was measured through newly developed scale (NTCC, representing 8 items) based on prominent studies on net zero [1,3,5,6,7,8,24]. Secondly, the measures for regenerative tourism intention (RTI representing 7 items), destination competitiveness (DC representing 8 items), and influencer marketing (IM representing 7 items) were adapted from prior research that established the validity of these latent constructs [11,17,18,21,22]. All scales were pre-tested in pilot study (N = 70) after extensive review and feedback by industry practitioners (n = 2) and senior academics (n = 4). Reliability and validity estimations of all measures in the pilot testing stage were adequately validated. Hence, the collection of study data for the next stage (i.e., hypotheses testing) was accomplished in a timely manner.





4. Results


4.1. Measurement Model


Using variance-based structural equation modeling (SEM) with Smart PLS version 3.3.5, the PLS-SEM-based measurement model (see Figure 2) estimations adequately established the scale reliabilities and validities for all measures of the latent constructs (i.e., NZCC, DC, IM, and RTI). The PLS-SEM estimation revealed that Cronbach’s Alpha (CA > 0.70), the composite reliability (CR > 0.70), and the average variance extracted (AVE > 0.50) were all much above the recommended levels (see Table 1). Moreover, the two leading approaches for the discriminant validity assessment (i.e., Fornell–Larcker approach and HTMT criterion) adequately established the discriminant validity for all the measures (i.e., HTMT values < 0.90; square root of AVE > inter-construct correlations) (see Table 2 and Table 3) [54,56].




4.2. Structural Model


The PLS-SEM-based structural model estimations using the bootstrapping procedure (500 subsamples) were employed to test the hypothesized relationships [58] between the net-zero commitment concern (NZCC) and regenerative tourism intention (RTI), as well as the moderating influence of destination competitiveness (DC) and influencer marketing (IM) on this relationship [54,55,56]. The PLS-SEM estimations revealed a statistical significance (t-vales > 0.64; p-values < 0.05) for all the hypothesized relationships (see Figure 3). The results highlighted that regenerative tourism intention (RTI) was significantly and positively influenced by the net-zero commitment concern (NZCC). Hence, the first hypothesis H1 (i.e., the effect of the net-zero commitment concern on regenerative tourism intention) was statistically accepted (see Table 4). Moreover, both destination competitiveness (DC) and influencer marketing (IM) adequately established a significant and positive moderating influence by strengthening the effects of the net-zero commitment concern on regenerative tourism intention [11]. Hence, both hypotheses H2 (i.e., the moderating influence of destination competitiveness) and H3 (i.e., the moderating influence of influencer marketing) were statistically accepted (see Table 4). Moreover, the model goodness of fit based on the standardized root mean square residual (SRMR = 0.074) and predictive relevance using Stone–Geisser’s Q2 (Q2 = 0.189) were above the recommended levels (SRMR < 0.080; Q2 > 0.10) [59]. Lastly, the PLS estimation for the coefficient for determination (R2 = 0.311) highlighted that the net-zero commitment concern (NZCC), destination competitiveness (DC), and influencer marketing (IM) adequately explained a variance of 31.1% in regenerative tourism intention (RTI) [54,55,56].





5. Discussion


The present study empirically examined the impact of net-zero commitment concern (NZCC) on regenerative tourism intention (RTI) and tested the moderating influence of destination competitiveness (DC) and influencer marketing (IM) on this relationship. The results showed that NZCC was positively related to RTI and that DC and IM played a significant role in enhancing the relationship between NZCC and RTI [1,3,12]. Studies have shown that environmental awareness, particularly concerning climate change, has become increasingly important to consumers and has impacted the way they make travel decisions [60,61]. The empirical evidence of this study supports this finding by demonstrating that NZCC had a significant positive effect on RTI. This suggests that consumers are more likely to engage in regenerative tourism activities if they are concerned about the impact of their travel on the environment [2,6,12,24]. The moderating effect of DC on the relationship between NZCC and RTI was also supported by the findings of this study [17]. According to the Destination Attractiveness Model (DAM), the competitiveness of a destination is a key factor in attracting tourists [17,61].



The present study’s finding highlighted that the relationship between NZCC and RTI was stronger in more competitive destinations. This suggests that destinations that invest in developing their competitiveness, such as through sustainable tourism practices, are more likely to attract tourists who are environmentally conscious [16,18,19]. Similarly, the study findings showed that IM had a significant moderating effect on the relationship between NZCC and RTI [13,21,22]. IM has been shown to be a powerful tool for promoting tourism destinations and experiences [60]. In this study, it was found that IM had a positive effect on RTI, particularly among consumers who are concerned about the environment. This suggests that destinations and tour operators that utilize influencer marketing strategies, particularly those that highlight their commitment to sustainability, are more likely to attract environmentally conscious tourists [11,22]. Several studies have explored the role of destination competitiveness and influencer marketing in promoting sustainable tourism [60,61]. The present study findings add to this literature by showing that both DC and IM play a significant role in enhancing the relationship between NZCC and RTI. This highlights the importance of investing in both destination competitiveness and influencer marketing for promoting regenerative tourism [11,37].



5.1. Theoretical and Practical Implications


The present study examined the net-zero commitment concern and its effects on regenerative tourism intention and the moderating influence of destination competitiveness and influencer marketing [5,12,17,21]. From a theoretical perspective, this research contributes to the body of knowledge on consumer behavior and the influence of environmental concerns on decision-making. It highlights the significance of the net-zero commitment concern in shaping consumer behavior toward regenerative tourism, which is essential in promoting sustainable tourism practices [7,10]. The current study provides valuable insights into net-zero commitments concerning the tourism industry and its future trajectory. This research sheds light on the importance of sustainability and the role of various factors in shaping consumer behavior toward eco-friendly tourism [62,63,64]. The research also highlights the role of destination competitiveness and influencer marketing in moderating the relationship between net-zero commitment concern and regenerative tourism intention. From a practical perspective, the findings of this research have significant implications for the tourism industry and its stakeholders. For policymakers and industry leaders, the research provides insights into the importance of incorporating sustainability into tourism practices and the role of destination competitiveness and influencer marketing in shaping consumer behavior [65]. This information can inform decision-making processes and help the industry shift toward more sustainable practices. Additionally, the research highlights the need for the tourism industry to take a proactive approach toward sustainability, including incorporating net-zero commitment concern into their marketing strategies and highlighting their efforts toward eco-friendly practices [13]. By doing so, they can appeal to consumers who prioritize sustainability and increase their destination competitiveness. The role of influencer marketing in shaping consumer behavior also highlights the importance of strategic marketing and the selection of appropriate influencers to promote regenerative tourism [14,15,22].



Furthermore, the present research findings provide insights into consumer behavior and their decision-making processes, which is valuable for tourism marketers in developing targeted marketing strategies [11,66]. By understanding the impact of the net-zero commitment concern on regenerative tourism intention and the moderating effects of destination competitiveness and influencer marketing, marketers can create campaigns that effectively appeal to consumers who prioritize sustainability [15,16,23,24]. The research highlights the importance of incorporating sustainability into tourism practices and the role of various factors in shaping consumer behavior [16,67]. The research also provides information that can guide decision-making processes and help the tourism industry shift toward more sustainable practices. Importantly, the research provides valuable insights into consumer behavior and their decision-making processes, which can inform marketing strategies and help increase destination competitiveness [15,16,24].



The global trend of regenerative tourism, driven by tourists’ net-zero commitment concern, has significant managerial implications for destinations seeking to enhance their competitiveness and reach a broader audience of environmentally conscious travelers through influencer marketing [1,5,10,17,22]. To remain competitive, destinations need to prioritize sustainability initiatives (e.g., renewable energy projects, reducing plastic waste, and promoting sustainable transportation options) [11,17,18]. Destinations can also collaborate with local communities to create regenerative tourism products and experiences that promote cultural exchange and support the local economy. Destinations can address tourists’ net-zero commitment concern by developing carbon offset programs and promoting eco-friendly practices, such as using locally sourced materials and reducing energy consumption [5,12,19]. The use of influencer marketing can play a crucial role in promoting regenerative tourism by partnering with social media influencers who have a strong following of environmentally conscious travelers [15,21]. Destinations that showcase regenerative tourism initiatives can encourage visitors to make a positive impact on the destination [11].



Regenerative tourism also poses new challenges and opportunities for destination managers [10,16]. One challenge is the need to balance environmental and social sustainability with economic viability. While regenerative tourism practices can have positive environmental and social impacts, they can also be costly to implement and may not be financially sustainable in the long term [10,13]. Destinations need to find innovative solutions to balance sustainability and profitability, such as creating public–private partnerships or accessing funding from international organizations [11,12]. Another managerial implication for regenerative tourism destinations is the potential to increase visitor satisfaction and loyalty. By providing unique and authentic tourism experiences that are environmentally and socially responsible, destinations can differentiate themselves from competitors and build brand loyalty among tourists [13,14]. Additionally, by collaborating with local communities to create regenerative tourism products, destinations can contribute to the preservation of cultural heritage and promote cultural exchange, further enhancing visitor satisfaction [10,12]. By addressing these managerial challenges and opportunities, destinations can position themselves as leaders in regenerative tourism to attract a rapidly growing segment of global travelers who value regenerative tourism practices [10,11,12].




5.2. Limitations and Future Research Recommendations


While this study attempted to explore a new area of research, it was not without limitations. Firstly, this study was limited by its sample size (N = 540), as only participants from a specific region were included in the study. This may limit the generalizability of the empirical evidence and study findings to other regions or countries. The sample was also self-selected, which may have introduced bias into the findings based on statistical estimations. Secondly, this study relied on self-reported measures, which may have been subject to social desirability bias, where participants may not have answered truthfully [11]. Moreover, this study only investigated the relationship between net-zero commitment concern (NZCC) on regenerative tourism intention (RTI) and the moderating effects of destination competitiveness (DC) and influencer marketing (IM). Further research could examine the mediating effects of other variables, such as environmental awareness, environmental concern, and environmental knowledge, on this relationship. Moreover, future research could also examine the differences in the relationship between NZCC and RTI for different types of tourists, such as eco-tourists, adventure tourists, and cultural tourists. Another limitation of this study was that the measures used to assess NZCC and RTI were new and untested and therefore may not have been reliable or valid. Furthermore, this study did not consider the effects of personal and demographic variables, such as age, gender, income, and education, which may also influence the relationship between NZCC, RTI, DC, and IM. Finally, this study only examined the moderating effects of DC and IM on the relationship between NZCC and RTI, and it did not examine the interaction effects of these variables. Future research could extend the current findings by examining the interaction effects of NZCC, RTI, DC, and IM on each other. The current study provides important insights into the relationship between NZCC, RTI, DC, and IM, but further research is needed to strengthen the findings and address the limitations of the present study. Future research could also consider incorporating other factors and exploring the interaction effects of those factors on the relationship between NZCC and RTI [11,12].




5.3. Conclusions


The present study makes a pioneering effort to explore a new area of cross-disciplinary research that unfolds the complex nexus between net-zero commitment concern, destination competitiveness, influencer marketing, and regenerative tourism intention [5,11,21]. In addition, the present study also examined the interaction effects of destination competitiveness and influencer marketing on the relationship between net-zero commitment concern and regenerative tourism intention [5,11,17,21]. The findings indicated that net-zero commitment concern is a significant predictor of regenerative tourism intention, and that destination competitiveness and influencer marketing can moderate this relationship [1,11,18,21]. Destination competitiveness appears to amplify the positive relationship between net-zero commitment concern and regenerative tourism intention, while influencer marketing also strengthens this relationship (NZCC → RTI) with a significant moderating effect [11,18,21,24]. The findings of this research have important implications for both tourism marketers and policymakers. For marketers, the present study findings highlight the importance of promoting a destination’s commitment to sustainability, especially in the context of regenerative tourism [11,68]. By doing so, they can encourage travelers to choose more sustainable travel options and ultimately contribute to the goal of a more sustainable and regenerative tourism industry [11,24].



For policymakers, the study findings emphasize the importance of supporting destination competitiveness in terms of sustainability and regenerative tourism initiatives [5,12,20,21]. By doing so, they can help to create a supportive environment for sustainable and regenerative tourism development, which can ultimately lead to greater sustainability in the tourism sector and benefit both the environment and local communities. In summary, this research has demonstrated the important role that net-zero commitment concern, destination competitiveness, and influencer marketing play in shaping regenerative tourism intention. Further research is needed to further explore these relationships and to understand the impact of other factors on regenerative tourism intention [5,11,18,21].








Funding


This research received no external funding.




Informed Consent Statement


Informed consent was secured from all participants who had volunteered to participate in this academic research.




Data Availability Statement


The study data are available on special request from the corresponding author.




Conflicts of Interest


The author declares no conflict of interest.





Appendix A. Scale Items of All Measures


Net-Zero Commitment Concern (NZCC, 8-items, NZCC1 to NZCC8)



	
“I feel that it is extremely important to take concerted actions to reduce our carbon footprint”.



	
“I feel actively involved in reducing my carbon footprint”.



	
“I believe that everyone has a role to play in reducing the impact of climate change”.



	
“I feel deeply committed to supporting the cause of Net Zero and decarbonization targets”.



	
“I am very much concerned about the impact of climate change on our planet and future generations”.



	
“I am fully aware of the implications and challenges of Net-Zero as the Global Climate Goal”.



	
“I am willing to pay a premium for products and services that have a lower carbon footprint and are produced sustainably”.



	
“I feel extremely worried when nations fall short of their Net Zero commitments”.






Influencer Marketing (IM, 7-items, IM1 to IM7)



	
“I make my travel decisions based on the recommendation(s) of an influencer on social media”.



	
“I frequently consume content related to tourism destinations from influencers on social media”.



	
“I consider that the recommendations made by influencers on social media about tourism destinations are highly credible”.



	
“I follow influencers on social media who frequently feature or recommend tourism destinations”.



	
“I mostly book accommodation(s) or activities based on the recommendation of an influencer on social media”.



	
“I trust the opinions of influencers on social media compared to other sources such as travel guides, tourism boards, or friends and family”.



	
“I believe that influencers on social media affect my perceptions of a tourism destination and my willingness to visit”.






Destination Competitiveness (DC, 8-items, DC1 to DC8)



	
“I always consider factors such as accessibility, transportation options, and overall connectivity when choosing a tourism destination”.



	
“I always consider the quality of tourism infrastructure (e.g., hotels, restaurants, and entertainment options) when choosing a tourism destination”.



	
“I always consider the availability and quality of natural and cultural attractions when choosing a tourism destination”.



	
“I always consider the level of safety and security of a tourism destination when making travel plans”.



	
“I always consider the level of environmental sustainability and responsibility reflected by a tourism destination”.



	
“I always consider the availability and quality of tourist services (e.g., tour guides, tourism information centers, and tourist-friendly policies and regulations) when choosing a tourism destination”.



	
“I always consider the availability and quality of digital technologies and online services (e.g., free Wi-Fi, online booking systems, and mobile applications) when choosing a tourism destination”.



	
“I always consider the cost of travel, accommodation, and other tourism-related expenses when deciding on a tourism destination, and how it balances with quality and experience”.






Regenerative Tourism Intention (RTI, 7-items, RTI1 to RTI7)



As a tourist, I would like to…



	
“Improve the social, economic and environmental conditions at the host destination”.



	
“Enhance the natural and cultural environment at the host destination”.



	
“Enrich the local communities at the host destination”.



	
“Enhance the quality of life for local people and communities at the host destination”.



	
“Participate in host destination activities that help in reversing climate change”.



	
“Make the host destination a better place for both current and future generations”.



	
“Leave the host destination as a place “better” than it was before”.
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Figure 1. Conceptual Model of RTI. 
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Figure 2. Measurement Model of RTI. 
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Figure 3. Structural Model of RTI. 
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Table 1. PLS Measurement Model Testing Estimations.
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	Cronbach’s Alpha
	Composite

Reliability
	Average Variance Extracted (AVE)





	Destination Competitiveness
	0.907
	0.925
	0.606



	Influencer Marketing
	0.905
	0.925
	0.637



	Net-Zero Commitment Concern
	0.899
	0.920
	0.593



	Regenerative Tourism Intention
	0.900
	0.921
	0.625
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Table 2. PLS Measurement Model—Fornell–Larcker Estimations.
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	DC
	IM
	NZCC
	RTI





	Destination Competitiveness
	0.779
	
	
	



	Influencer Marketing
	0.045
	0.798
	
	



	Net-Zero Commitment Concern
	0.673
	0.126
	0.770
	



	Regenerative Tourism Intention
	0.434
	0.230
	0.517
	0.791
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Table 3. PLS Measurement Model—HTMT Criterion Estimations.






Table 3. PLS Measurement Model—HTMT Criterion Estimations.





	

	
DC

	
IM

	
NZCC

	
RTI






	
Destination Competitiveness

	

	




	
Influencer Marketing

	
0.082

	

	

	




	
Net-Zero Commitment Concern

	
0.765

	
0.125

	

	




	
Regenerative Tourism Intention

	
0.476

	
0.247

	
0.558
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Table 4. PLS Structural Model and Hypotheses Testing Estimations.
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	Hypotheses
	β-values
	STDEV
	t-Values
	p-Values





	Net-Zero Commitment Concern → Regenerative Tourism Intention
	0.382
	0.060
	4.676
	0.000



	Destination Competitiveness → Regenerative Tourism Intention
	0.169
	0.067
	2.523
	0.006



	Influencer Marketing → Regenerative Tourism Intention
	0.174
	0.033
	5.223
	0.000



	Moderating Effect of Destination Competitiveness
	0.135
	0.044
	3.088
	0.001



	Moderating Effect of Influencer Marketing
	0.115
	0.038
	3.029
	0.001
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