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Abstract: Monitoring satisfaction levels among visitors presents an important challenge in ecotourism
destinations, as it can provide useful information for tourism planning and management. The
purposes of this study are (i) to identify the attribute-level satisfaction factors in the context of four
ecotourism destinations from Romania, (ii) to investigate whether segments with different purposes
for visiting reported different levels of satisfaction, (iii) to examine if the analyzed ecotourism
destinations recorded different levels of satisfaction, and (iv) to determine if the attribute-level
satisfaction factors and visitors” profiles influence the intention to revisit ecotourism destinations.
The research data were collected using a survey among 1157 visitors in the analyzed destinations. An
exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was computed and an analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted
in order to determine whether significant differences in satisfaction existed across segments and across
destinations. The research findings indicate three attribute-level satisfaction factors ((i) attractions and
information services, (ii) amenities, (iii) conservation of natural and cultural heritage). Subsequent
results revealed significant differences across visitor segments for two out of the three attribute-level
satisfaction factors and across the four analyzed ecotourism destinations regarding all satisfaction
factors. Furthermore, there were significant differences across visitor segments concerning the
intention to revisit, however, influence of satisfaction factors on the intention to revisit the ecotourism
destinations was found to be poor. The present study provides a contribution to the body of
knowledge in ecotourism destination management and marketing by improving the understanding
of relationships among visitors’ profile, satisfaction levels, and revisiting intention.

Keywords: ecotourism destination; visitor satisfaction; attribute-level satisfaction; revisit intention;
travelers profile; attractions and information services; amenities; conservation of natural and cultural
heritage; survey among visitors

1. Introduction

Ecotourism is one of the fastest growing sectors in the tourism industry, with an annual
global growth rate of 5% [1]. The International Ecotourism Society (TIES) officially defines
ecotourism as, “Responsible travel to nature areas that conserves the environment and
improves the welfare of local people” [2]. Ecotourism areas became important destinations,
due to their efficiency in protecting the environment and supporting education, recreation,
and job creation [3]. In ecotourism destinations, the touring experience takes place within
a natural environment and is directly linked to environmental features. Investigation of
travel experiences and the satisfaction of visitors remains important for the long-term
benefit of ecotourism products and destinations [4] as “ecotourists are likely to perceive
ecotourism site visits in terms of their expressive experience rather than merely as a utili-
tarian transaction” [5]. The interest in studying the experiences of visitors at a destination
derives from the fact these experiences act as a key driver for future behavior, due to the
influence on customer satisfaction [6]. Therefore, it is necessary to understand to what
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extent the visitors are satisfied with the services provided within ecotourism destinations,
and the effects of their socio-demographic and travel behavior characteristics on their
satisfaction. The competitive environment requires an attainment of customer satisfaction
through delivery of quality services in order to maintain business survival. Therefore,
understanding visitors’ profiles and possible differences in their satisfaction levels is also
critical in creating a sustainable competitive advantage for ecotourism destinations. Infor-
mation regarding typology and profiles of visitors allows ecotourism destination managers
to optimize their approach concerning different motivations and experiences, in order to
identify which types of visitors are more likely to be found in different stages of tourist
areas’ development [7].

However, it is highlighted in tourism literature that only few segmentation studies
focused on the relationship between the segments of demand, tourist satisfaction and
loyalty, thus more empirical evidence is needed [8,9]. In this respect, the current paper aims
at identifying the above-mentioned relationships. The contribution to the body of research
was developed upon three pillars. First, we tested the relationship between visitors’ profiles
and satisfaction levels starting from the assumption that typically, eco-visitors exhibit high
levels of satisfaction regarding their eco-based experiences [10-12]. Second, the satisfaction
of visitors in relationship with the ecotourism destinations was analyzed starting from
findings in the literature. In the tourism industry, practitioners use tourist satisfaction levels
as a basic parameter to evaluate the performance of various destination-specific tourism
products [13]. Consequently, the overall satisfaction of visitors concerning a destination can
be specified as a function of their satisfaction with the individual attributes of all products
and services [14-16]. Third, we analyzed the influence of attribute-level satisfaction factors
and visitors’ profiles on revisit intentions. As researchers reveal, a better understanding of
satisfaction regarding visitors in ecotourism destinations and how this impacts their future
behavior can guide the provision of specialized products and services, and offer valuable
marketing and management insights to hosts and managers of ecotourism destinations [11].

Improving understanding of the relationships among visitors’ profiles, satisfaction,
and revisit intentions will better inform the managers of ecotourism destinations on meth-
ods to adjust their services and marketing efforts to enhance visitors’ satisfaction and future
revisit intentions.

1.1. Visitors” Profile

Given the importance of ecotourism in natural protected areas, it is necessary to obtain
detailed knowledge on characteristics of the demand. Market segmentation would enable
tourism site managers to subdivide the tourists into segments, to comprehend their prefer-
ences better, and communicate more efficiently. Furthermore, market segmentation offers
important advantages in ecotourism, considering that worldwide operators encounter clear
pressures in ensuring consumers receive experiences as anticipated [17].

Certain tourism scholars consider visitors’ characteristics as being relevant to the levels
of satisfaction with tourism destinations and subsequently segmented the tourism market
into groups of visitors sharing common characteristics such as (i) age group; (ii) number of
trips taken per annum/season; (iii) education; (iv) occupation; (v) income; and (vi) purpose
of trip [18]. Profiling is one of the phases in market segmentation [19]. Understanding
visitors’ profiles among ecotourism destinations may prove to be a strategic action in the
competitive tourism market. Profiling helps to identify target markets, craft meaningful
messages, and develop products and resources in such a way that meets particular de-
mands [20]. Moreover, visitor profiles are a determining factor that influences destination
management approaches for achieving multiple aspirational goals such as high visitor
satisfaction and site sustainability [21].

Tourism scholars have profiled visitors from different ecotourism areas across the
world: North America (e.g., [22]); South America (e.g., [23]), Africa (e.g., [24]) Asia
(e.g., [25]), Australia (e.g., [26]); and Europe (e.g., [27]) using variables such as: age, ed-
ucation and income [22,25,26], nationality [24] motivations [23,28], on-site activities [29],
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accommodation preferences [24] and information sources [26]. Certain studies have shown
high levels of satisfaction among eco-visitors [30-33].

1.2. Satisfaction

Satisfaction generally refers to “the consumer’s response to the evaluation of the per-
ceived discrepancy between prior expectations and the actual performance of the product
as perceived after its consumption” [34]. Satisfaction toward a tourist destination can
be defined as the response of tourists to the evaluation of expectations from a particular
destination and the evident pleasure and performance perceived from the destination [35].
Other studies postulate satisfaction as a holistic judgment upon multiple attributes that
comprise a product/service [36], which connotes “an accumulated evaluation of various
components and features” [37]. Therefore, attribute satisfaction can be related to consumers’
subjective judgments resulting from observations of the attributes’ performance [38].

Tourism studies have previously acknowledged that attributes of a product/service/
destination are important when evaluating the purchasing behavior of individuals (i.e.,
the decision to visit a tourist destination, satisfaction, revisit intention, etc.) [39-43]. At
the destination level, a product is presented as a mix of elements such as accommodation,
entertainment, transportation, including both core and secondary attributes. During their
holidays in a destination, tourists experience a wide range of attributes such as hotels,
restaurants, shops, cultural, natural, and historical attractions, etc., and they may assess
each attribute separately [44]. Therefore, several studies were conducted to reveal visitors’
satisfaction regarding different attributes of tourist destinations [15,41,45-47]. Tourism
scholars have indicated that attributes representing a feature or uniqueness of a certain place
determines satisfaction [40,48]. Eusébio and Vieira [49] found that destination attributes
(i.e., basic services, accessibility, and attractions) positively influences tourists’ satisfaction.
Similarly, Han et al., [40] found that attributes of a bicycle tourism destination were vital in
the formation process of tourists’ satisfaction. In a nature-based resort, Meng et al., [43]
discovered that friendly/quality services and location were of significant importance in
satisfaction evaluation. However, few studies have been conducted to examine satisfaction
toward an ecotourism destination accounting for its attributes [1,5,11,16,50]. The distinctive
nature of ecotourism destinations, such as the intangibility of tourist products, the multi-
faceted tourist experience, and the simultaneous consumption and production process, etc.,
make it difficult to measure visitors’ satisfaction.

Various research articles presented in the literature have used several destination
attributes to measure visitors’ satisfaction [51,52] and reported evidence of the relationship
between destination attribute satisfaction and behavioral intentions, including intentions to
revisit and recommend [15]. It is important to consider the analysis of tourist satisfaction for
the management of ecotourism destinations, given that the greater the degree of satisfaction,
the greater the probability they will repeat the purchase of the product/service, and that
they will encourage others to do so [4].

Previous studies mention high general satisfaction levels in the case of visitors among
ecotourism destinations (66% of a sample of eco-visitors at New Zealand’s Pirongia Forest
Park [12]; 60% of eco-visitors who visited Kenya’s Amboseli National Park were satisfied
while only 4% were dissatisfied [30]). Akama and Kieti [31], Moscardo [32], and Okello and
Yerian [33] all illustrated high levels of satisfaction among eco-visitors.

1.3. Relationship between Destination Satisfaction and Revisit Intentions

Destination satisfaction is an overall evaluation of the extent to which a specific
destination is able to meet tourists” expectations [53,54]. It is one of the most important
factors that determine a destination’s success as visitors’ satisfaction positively influences
their loyalty [14,55-57].

Travelers’ intentions to revisit a destination are considered a critical factor in the
tourism industry [58]. Antoén et al., [37] distinguished intention to revisit a destination
from intention to recommend, insisting that travelers may intend to recommend a place to
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others although they themselves had no intention to revisit the location. In light, this study,
similar to the one conducted by Moon and Han [59] (analyzing Chinese travelers’ revisiting
intention to an island destination) uses revisit intention as a proxy for actual behaviors
instead of combining other indicators of behavioral intentions such as recommendation to
others.

It is generally believed that satisfied tourists are more likely to return to the same
destination [14,44,60]. However, Um et al., [61] found that satisfaction was not a sound
indicator of revisit intention. Dolnicar et al., [60] argue that in the context of tourism
services, satisfaction does not necessarily lead to positive behavioral intention, especially
with respect to personal intentions to return. In the same vein, Kozak et al., [62] claim
that one of the certainties in tourism is that many tourists will visit only once. Repeated
visits to tourist destinations are relatively rare owing to considerable travel time, cost
constraints, and the variety of available alternative destinations [63]. Thus, there is a need
for additional research related to satisfaction and future behavioral intentions in the case
of tourist destination [35]. Furthermore, studies conducted within the field of ecotourism
destinations are scarce [4,11,64,65] and a new analysis of the relations between tourist
satisfaction and revisit intentions to an ecotourism destination will help to respond to these
ambiguities.

It is important to note that the level of tourism development in different destinations
is not identical and thus, the impact of visitors’ satisfaction on their intentions to revisit will
differ. Furthermore, different visitor segments of a certain destination may have various
satisfaction levels and distinct behavioral intentions.

Therefore, in order to achieve the overall purpose of the present study, the following
research objectives were established:

O1: to identify the attribute-level satisfaction factors in the context of four ecotourism
destinations from Romania,

02: to investigate whether segments with different visit purposes report different
levels of satisfaction,

O3: to examine if the analyzed ecotourism destinations recorded different levels of
satisfaction,

O4: to determine if the attribute-level satisfaction factors and visitors” profile influence
the intention to revisit the ecotourism destinations.

The paper is structured in five sections: the Introduction, which presents the context
of the study and the current state of the research field; the Materials and Methods section,
which describes the study context and the methodology; the Results section, which presents
the findings of the research, followed by the Discussion section and the Conclusion.

2. Materials and Methods

The research was conducted by the Association of Ecotourism in Romania (AER)
with the aim to find relevant information about visitors’ profiles in Romanian ecotourism
destinations, their satisfaction with the main attributes of these destinations and the revisit
intentions, in order to find appropriate solutions that improve destination marketing and
management. AER was supported in its efforts by the Romanian-American Foundation,
the Romanian Partnership Foundation, and the Swiss—Romanian Cooperation Programme.
The process of data analysis was performed with the help of specialists from Transilvania
University of Brasov, Romania. The data regarding visitors’ satisfaction collected for
15 satisfaction items were pre-processed in order to handle the missing values and outliers.
Data processing starts with identification of the attribute-level satisfaction factors by using
exploratory factor analysis (EFA). Next, these factors were analyzed in relation to the
main visitor segments to identify significant differences between them using analysis of
variance (ANOVA). Finally, the influences of attribute-level satisfaction factors as well
as the influence of visitors’ profiles on revisit intentions were tested using discriminant
analysis and Pearson’s chi-square test.
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2.1. Setting the Scene: Romanian Ecotourism Destinations and Visitors Profile

Romania has a unique and rich natural heritage, which creates multiple opportunities
for ecotourism. The country hosts almost half of the European (excluding Russia) pop-
ulation of large carnivores (bear, wolf and lynx) [66]. Moreover, the Romanian territory
hosts half of the Carpathian mountain range as well as the Danube Delta, which is the most
important wetland in Europe. In addition to this rich natural heritage, Romania preserves
an original and authentic cultural heritage, especially in rural areas situated near natural
protected areas, which were successfully integrated in ten ecotourism destinations.

The Romanian National Tourism Authority [67] defines the ecotourism destination as
a tourism destination that respects the following principles: (1) the destination projects a
responsible marketing image; (2) businesses with a sustainable management predominate
in the destination; (3) there is a real support for local communities within the destination;
(4) tourists and locals are made aware of and informed about the natural characteristics
of the destination; (5) clear nature conservation measures are implemented within the
destination. The ecotourism destination includes at least a protected area and the local com-
munities around or within it, including the protected area administrator in the management
of the whole destination. The management of the destination focuses on tourism products,
small-scale infrastructure development, and marketing holding sustainability and nature
conservation as core values. The ecotourism destinations in Romania were developed
and promoted by the Association of Ecotourism in Romania (AER) in partnership with
other governmental and non-governmental stakeholders [68]. AER is a non-governmental
organization, based on a partnership for nature conservation and tourism development in
Romania. It brings together tourism associations, non-governmental organizations for local
development and nature conservation, guesthouses and tourism agencies. The innovative
concept promoted by AER is to rally the public and private sectors in a partnership aimed at
nature conservation and sustainable tourism development. AER is increasingly interested
in studying the degree of satisfaction regarding ecotourism products in order to ensure that
the experience provided to visitors fulfills or even exceeds their expectations [69].

The present study focuses on four ecotourism destinations in Romania, which were
considered appropriate for the purpose of this research, considering they are located within
different geographical areas of the country. A comparative analysis of the existing tourism
infrastructure within the studied ecotourism destinations is presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Tourism infrastructure within the studied ecotourism destinations.

Ecotourism Destination

Indicators Padurea Transylvani
ylvanian
Eco Maramures Tara Dornelor Craiului Highlands
No. of accommodatlon 134 597 33 8
units
No. of beds 1805 4692 729 1421
No. of visitor centres and 5 2 5 3

tourist information offices
Source: AER.

Padurea Craiului is located in the western part of the Carpathians and represents a
land of caves, spectacular gorges and waterfalls, extensive forests and wildflower meadows.
The caves conceal traces of human life that date from ancient times and old wooden
churches, water mills and traditional households combine to form an idyllic scenery in its
rural area [69]. Visitors may choose from a wide range of nature-based activities within the
destination: cycling, trekking, climbing, via ferrata, caving, rafting, and horseback riding.
The destination holds few places of accommodation (33 units) and five tourist information
centers.

The Transylvanian Highlands are situated in the center of the country and include
the second largest Natura 2000 site in Romania [69]. It is an area which best displays
the Saxon culture in Romania and includes several villages with fortified churches, some
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of which are recognized as UNESCO Heritage sites (Biertan, Saschiz, Valea Viilor and
Viscri). It is the largest protected area in Transylvania, where thousands of bird species
nest, a region with High Nature Value farms, with extremely varied biodiversity, where
traditional agricultural practices are preserved. Moreover, it offers an impressive cycling
infrastructure with more than 500 km of trails, which is used by trekkers and, wildlife
and culture enthusiasts. The destination includes 82 accommodation units and 3 tourist
information centers.

Eco Maramures is a small destination situated in Maramures County, in the north-
western part of Romania. The activities on offer to visitors include nature-based activities
such as cycling, climbing, paragliding, skiing, as well as cultural experiences within authen-
tic rural areas, including wooden churches which are included in the UNESCO heritage
list. Although it is a small area, the accommodation capacity totals 1805 beds in 134 units
and holds five tourist information centers.

Tara Dornelor is located in the north-eastern part of Romania and partially overlaps
with the Calimani National Park. Visitors may choose from a wide range of nature-based
activities within the destination: cycling, trekking, crafting, paragliding and horseback
riding. This destination has a long history in developing tourism, especially due to the
Vatra Dornei spa and a winter sports resort which acts as a service hub for the area. This
fact is also reflected in the accommodation capacity at the destination level, which totals
4692 places in 227 accommodation units. The area benefits from four interpretation trails,
and one tourist information center in Vatra Dornei. It is the only analyzed destination
which has a visitor center located within the administrative headquarters of the Calimani
National Park.

A map containing the Romanian ecotourism destinations is presented in Figure 1. The
locations of the destinations described above are colored in red. An interactive version of
this map, on which the main landmarks of each destination can be accessed, is presented
on the AER website [69].

As projected in the literature, the conventional profiles of eco-visitors are middle-aged
and generally well educated [31,70,71], which are also found in visitors” profiles from
Romanian ecotourism destinations, who are mainly aged 30-50 years, with a background
of high education and middle income [7].

For the selected Romanian ecotourism destinations, the authors performed an “a
priori” segmentation from a single characteristic, which was presented in a previous
paper [7]. Four segments of visitors were computed according to the primary purpose
of visit: nature travelers; culture travelers; leisure travelers, and eclectic travelers. The
dominant characteristics of the named segments were: (1) nature travelers—under 50 years
old, with secondary education level and a background of low and middle income, active
people who visited the ecotourism destinations in order to participate in sports (skiing, ice
climbing, rafting, hiking, zip lining, mountain biking, etc.), or to observe flora and fauna.;
(2) culture travelers—over 50 years old, with higher incomes, higher education level and
retired who were mainly interested in learning more about culture and traditions and in
visiting painted churches or other heritage-based attractions; (3) leisure travelers—over
50 years old, lower income, secondary education level and retired, oriented towards soft
activities such as relaxing in guesthouse courtyards or at their secondary residence, visiting
friends or relatives; (4) eclectic travelers—under 50 years old, lower income, secondary
education level and were mainly in transit or visited the destinations for various other
purposes/preferred a broad range of activities.



Land 2022, 11, 186

7 of 20

/"'/
J.M--.luz-lr'
1 Nyir haza
Eger ¢ iy ]
L]
M3
M3 | A
L'I):‘brm-n.
O zoinok

Békeéscsaba
L

hrna.

Timisoara
L]

eorpag
@

Kragujevac
= L]

Yepwipui
°
EI’.‘D. ﬂmrﬂ,an-'
. Ty Maramures -
T Suceava 2%
L
a1 oa) .
UN1Y) 7 .
Zolhu, Bistrita - Bisonia
o 3ty
L . Land Chiginau
u =il = Piatra Neamt, -]
Padurea {4 D19 Niesapo)
Craiului ClupNapocay . "
: L
A Targu Mures
! Miercurea
3 Ciut P . %
Sighivosca Baile Tusnadisi '
RIS | i o Bk . e
Alba lulia, Mepss 3 Imprejurimile
oLon ° ransylvanian L.
E Sipntu DMl 8 1]
Devag, Highlands Ghuforghe
'] > 'SIU.IJ‘ ‘.‘_._' e
Marginimea Focsani
2. i~ - Brazov o
Ll S Sibiului o8
Tara L1 ;l ] Z&rnesti —Piatra
1 ;- " - o .
i i = aiului
| Hategului ¢ vh Cr !
Retezat | | 11 ALY A |
i 3 ! Rammcu ' Bazau
# 14 Valcea °
el Targu Jiug L
b T t Ploiesti
p [:.,’ QoIS e. =
4 °
Dibbgla S1pee Urzicen
Dibbgia Urzicen
Jurmilisovan, -
| Slobozia
Statinay Bucurestu. -
Ll’ﬂlb?ﬂ.
Chlarasi - . "
12 Maiane
pre) a0 g |
Cranc10a
Alexandria
xandriag G:Ufun“/_/—ﬂ
Fyce
Page 1/{nb} Pairpa_-\. J]O&pm.

Figure 1. The geographical location of the Romanian ecotourism destinations. Source: [69].

2.2. Research Design and Data Collection

The research was conducted based on a survey among the visitors in the named
Romanian ecotourism destinations: Eco Maramures, Tara Dornelor, Padurea Craiului, and
Transylvanian Highlands. The research instrument for data collection was a questionnaire
in which visitors were asked about: the main activities carried out in the ecotourism
destination; the satisfaction of visitors with several attributes of destinations; the intention
to revisit the destination; and their demographic and travel characteristics.

The satisfaction with the ecotourism destination was captured by using 15 items
measured with a 5-point Likert scale with equal distance between neighbouring levels (1 =
very dissatisfied to 5 = very satisfied). These items were derived from previous destination
studies [14,72-74] and adapted to the specifics of the analyzed destinations: Cleanliness in
destination; Conservation of natural heritage; Conservation of cultural heritage; Direction
signs to tourist attractions; Parking near attractions; Quality of lodging; Quality of dining;
Guiding; Spa facilities; Accessibility of local tourist attractions; Visitor center; Shopping
facilities; Souvenirs; Interpretation and information services; Festivals and events.

A binary scale was used to capture intentions to revisit the destination and nominal
scales for questions about visitors” demographics and travel characteristics. These questions
referred to: age, monthly income, education, occupation, country of residence, main
activities carried out in destination and frequency of visits in the destination.

The questionnaire was applied via face-to-face interviews in the analyzed ecotourism
destinations and conducted by volunteer operators. The days in which the interviews were
conducted were chosen randomly both within and off-season, during working days and
weekends. The final sample counted 1157 visitors.
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2.3. Data Processing

The collected data was processed for every research objective by computing different
statistical methods in IBM SPSS system. In the first stage, the data were checked for errors
in order to avoid bias in the results. A number of 6 satisfaction items with a large number
of missing values was excluded from analysis. Other isolated cases with random missing
values were handled by imputation analysis and replaced with the mean values in SPSS.
The outlier analysis focused mainly on identifying errors due to the process of entering data
that needed to be corrected. As the scale used had only five levels, the effect of outliers was
considered to be of low intensity, as such no outlier treatment was applied. It was preferred
to maintain the observed values given that the extreme values were few in number.

An exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was used “to identify the attribute-level sat-
isfaction factors in the context of four ecotourism destinations from Romania (O1)”. Its
scope was to reduce the number of items regarding the visitors’ satisfaction to a small
number of factors that contained the same information but were uncorrelated [75]. Thus,
three factors which represented the attribute-level satisfaction factors [76] were obtained.
These factors were selected after excluding 6 items from the analysis due to a large number
of missing cases that distorted the results. In this respect, the EFA was computed based
on 9 items: Cleanliness in destination; Conservation of natural heritage; Conservation of
cultural heritage; Direction signs to tourist attractions; Parking near attractions; Quality
of lodging; Quality of dining; Accessibility of local tourist attractions; Interpretation and
information services.

The reliability analysis of the resulting scale based on Cronbach’s alpha coefficient
returned a value of 0.72, which confirmed the internal consistency of the construct [77]. The
extraction methods included a principal component analysis with varimax rotation and
the suitability of data for this method was evaluated by computing Kaiser-Meyer—Olkin
(KMO) Measure of Sampling Adequacy and Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity [78].

Secondly, this paper aimed “to investigate whether segments with different visit
purpose report different levels of satisfaction (O2)”. The analysis of variance (ANOVA) was
used to test the statistical significance of the differences across these segments regarding the
satisfaction with every attribute-level satisfaction factor. The visitor segments considered
in the analysis are presented in Section 2.1: Nature travelers, Culture travelers, Leisure
travelers and Eclectic travelers.

Thirdly, the study aimed “to examine if the analyzed ecotourism destinations recorded
different levels of satisfaction (O3)”. For this purpose, an ANOVA was computed by using
the attribute-level satisfaction factors as dependent variables and the destination from
which data was collected as an independent variable.

Finally, in order “to determine if the attribute-level satisfaction factors and visitors
profile influence the intention to revisit the ecotourism destinations (O4)” two separate
analyses were performed. Firstly, the influence of the satisfaction factors on the revisit
intention (O.4.1) was tested by discriminant analysis. This method aims at identifying
certain independent variables that better discriminate between the two groups [79]. The
intention to revisit the ecotourism destination (Yes/No) was considered as a dependent
variable (Revisit) and attribute-level satisfaction factors were set as independent variables:
“Attractions and information services”(Attract); “Amenities” (Amen); “Conservation of
natural and cultural heritage” (Conserv). The following discriminant function was consid-
ered for the relationship between the two categories of variables and the significance of
function coefficients was tested using ANOVA:

Revisit = 3¢ + 1 X Attract + 3, X Amen + 33 x Conserv @)

Furthermore, the relationship between the 4 considered segments and the revisit
intention (O.4.2) was analyzed based on cross-tabulation and Pearson’s chi-square test.
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3. Results
3.1. Demographic and Travel Characteristic of the Sample

The structure of the sample according to the visitors” demographics and travel charac-
teristics, resulting from the survey in the analyzed ecotourism destinations is presented in
Table 2. Most of the interviewed subjects were active people (77.5%), with a medium income
(32.7%) and higher education (70.8%), aged between 30-50 years old (56.2%). Regarding the
country of residence, the majority of visitors were Romanians (79.9%), while international
visitors represented 20.1% of the total sample [7].

Table 2. The sample structure on demographic and travel characteristics.

Characteristics % from Total Sample
Age
Under 18 years 1.6%
18-29 years 20.5%
30-50 years 56.2%
51-65 years 17.8%
Over 65 years 3.9%
Monthly income
Under EUR 215 5.2%
EUR 215430 19.9%
EUR 431-645 32.7%
EUR 646-1077 23.0%
Over EUR 1077 19.2%
Education
Lower-secondary education 1.7%
Upper and post-secondary education 27.5%
Higher education 70.8%
Occupation
Active people 77.5%
Retired 12.8%
Inactive people 9.7%
Country of residence
Romania 79.9%
Other countries 20.1%

Visitor segments according the visit purpose

Nature travellers 41.7%
Culture travellers 29.5%
Leisure travellers 15.0%
Eclectic travellers 13.8%

Ecotourism destination

Eco Maramures 31.4%
Tara Dornelor 20.5%
Padurea Craiului 30.6%
Transylvanian Highlands 17.5%

Source: [7].

In order to achieve the research objectives only the variables “Visitor segments ac-
cording visit purpose” and “Ecotourism destination” presented in Table 2 were used in
computing the research results.
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3.2. Attribute-Level Satisfaction Factors

The computed means and standard deviation for every satisfaction item are presented
in Table 3. All items recorded mean scores higher than 3 points (neutral level) on a 5-level
scale (5 = very satisfied). The minimum value obtainable for every satisfaction item is
1 point and the maximum is 5 points on a 5-level scale.

Table 3. Descriptive statistics of satisfaction items.

Satisfaction Items Mean SD
Cleanliness in destination 3.9537 0.83531
Conservation of natural heritage 4.1639 0.73399
Conservation of cultural heritage 3.9611 0.75917
Direction signs to tourist attractions 3.7172 0.89744
Parking near attractions 3.6234 0.97545
Quality of lodging 4.3791 0.65933
Quality of dining 4.3906 0.75040
Guiding 4.3437 0.88344
Spa facilities 4.1364 0.56023
Accessibility of local tourist attractions 3.9446 0.81324
Visitor centres 4.6667 0.57735
Shopping facilities 4.4000 0.63246
Souvenirs 3.9923 0.81489
Interpretation and information services 3.7150 1.02306
Festivals and events 3.8028 0.95048

The highest means were obtained by the “Visitors centre”, followed by “Shopping
facilities”, and “Quality of lodging” then “Quality of dining”. The lowest means (under
4 points) were recorded for the items regarding “Parking near attractions”, “Direction signs
to tourist attractions” and “Accessibility of local tourist attractions”.

EFA was used in order to “identify the attribute-level satisfaction factors in the context
of four ecotourism destinations from Romania (O1)”. The extraction method used was
principal component analysis with varimax rotation. Only 9 satisfaction items were used
(see Table 4), after the exclusion of 6 items with irrelevant responses, and a three-factor
solution was computed. They had eigenvalues greater or equal to 1 and explained 60.75%
of the total variance. The results of EFA are presented in Table 4.

Table 4. The results of Exploratory Factor Analysis.

Loadings

Satisfaction Items Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3
Accessibility of local tourist attractions 0.661
Interpretation and information services 0.690
Direction signs to tourist attractions 0.816
Parking near attractions 0.618
Quality of lodging 0.828
Quality of dining 0.864
Cleanliness in destination 0.528
Conservation of natural heritage 0.870
Conservation of cultural heritage 0.726
Eigenvalues 2.80 1.55 1.11
Percent of variance explained 31.16% 17.22% 12.37%

The extraction method could be considered suitable given that Kaiser-Meyer—Olkin
(KMO) = 0.658 > 0.5 and Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity returned a chi-square value of 298.57
with Sig < 0.01.

Based on the common content of the items that contribute to the resulted factors,
the attribute-level satisfaction factors were labeled as follows: Factor 1—"Attractions and
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information services”, Factor 2—*“Amenities”, Factor 3—"Conservation of natural and
cultural heritage”. New variables were computed in SPSS by calculating the means of
the items that contributed to a factor for each respondent. The analysis of the responses’
frequency for every attribute-level satisfaction factor revealed high percentages of satisfied
visitors who rated these factors with scores equal to or greater than 4 points on a 5-level
scale: Attractions and information services (52.1%), Amenities (82.7%) and Conservation of
natural and cultural heritage (78.1%).

3.3. The Relationship between Visitors Segments and Satisfaction

In order to reach the next research objective (O2: to investigate whether segments with
different visit purposes report different levels of satisfaction) the attribute-level satisfaction
factors were analyzed in relationship with the visitor segments according to the visit
purpose. The results presented in Table 5 revealed the highest general mean of satisfaction
was recorded by Factor 2 “Amenities” (4.15 points), followed by Factor 3 “Conservation of
natural and cultural heritage” (4.09 points), whereas Factor 1 “Attractions and information
services” received the lowest satisfaction rating (3.75 points).

Table 5. The means of satisfaction factors divided by visitor segments according to travel purpose.

Attribute-Level Satisfaction Factor

Visitor Segments Attrac?ions and Amenities Conservation of Natural and
Information Services Cultural Heritage

Mean Mean Mean

Nature travelers 3.73 4.05 4.10
Culture travelers 3.78 4.34 418
Leisure travelers 3.81 4.04 3.94
Eclectic travelers 3.67 4.09 3.90
General mean 3.75 4.15 4.09

ANOVA
F 0.985 12.526 5.438
Sig. 0.399 0.000 0.001

The distribution of means within the four visitor segments showed that segments with
different visit purposes reported different levels of satisfaction. The results of ANOVA
revealed significant differences across the four segments only for two of the three attribute-
level satisfaction factors, respectively “Amenities” and “Conservation of natural and cul-
tural heritage” (Sig < 0.01).

Among the four visitors segments, nature travelers were most satisfied with the
“Conservation of natural and cultural heritage” (mean = 4.10 points); Culture travelers were
most satisfied with “Amenities” (mean = 4.34 points) and with “Conservation of natural
and cultural heritage” (mean = 4.18 points); and Leisure travelers and Eclectic travelers
rated the highest mean scores for the “Amenities” factor.

3.4. The Relationship between the Four Ecotourism Destinations and the Level of Satisfaction

The third research objective (O3) was “to examine if the analyzed ecotourism destina-
tions recorded different levels of satisfaction”. The means recorded for every attribute-level
satisfaction factor were computed in relationship with the analyzed ecotourism destinations
(see Table 6). Factor 1 “Attractions and information services” recorded the highest mean
in Tara Dornelor (3.91 points), Factor 2 “Amenities” in Eco Maramures (4.37 points) and
Factor 3 “Conservation of natural and cultural heritage” in the Transylvanian Highlands
(4.28 points). The results of ANOVA, presented in Table 6, revealed significant differences
across the four analyzed ecotourism destinations for all attribute-level satisfaction factors
(Sig < 0.01).
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Table 6. The means of satisfaction factors divided by analyzed ecotourism destinations.

Attribute-Level Satisfaction Factor

Ecotourism Attractions and Amenities Conservation of Natural and
Destination Information Services Cultural Heritage
Mean Mean Mean
Eco Maramures 3.90 437 4.07
Tara Dornelor 391 411 4.06
Padurea Craiului 3.64 3.94 4.01
Transylvanian Highlands 3.55 414 4.28
General mean 3.75 4.15 4.09
ANOVA
F 12.286 21.759 6.070
Sig. 0.000 0.000 0.000

Eco Maramures and Tara Dornelor ecotourism destinations received the highest
means for the factor “Amenities” and the lowest for “Attractions and information services”,
while Padurea Craiului and Transylvanian Highlands received the highest means for the
factor “Conservation of natural and cultural heritage” and the lowest for “Attractions and
information services”. The attribute-level satisfaction factor “Attractions and information
services” recorded the lowest means among all analyzed destinations.

3.5. The Influence of the Attribute-Level Satisfaction Factors on the Revisit Intention

In order to determine whether the attribute-level satisfaction factors influence the
intention to revisit the ecotourism destinations (O4.1), a stepwise discriminant analysis
was computed. The means of the attribute-level satisfaction factors divided by the two
categories of visitors according to their revisit intention are presented in Table 7.

Table 7. Descriptive statistics according to revisit intention.

Attribute-Level Satisfaction Factor

.. . Attractions and - Conservation of Natural and
Revisit Intention . . Amenities .
Information Services Cultural Heritage
Mean Mean Mean
Yes 3.78 4.18 4.07
No 3.50 4.09 4.04

The descriptive statistics revealed that the travelers who intended to revisit the desti-
nations reported higher satisfaction levels for all factors. However, according to the results
returned by the stepwise discriminant analysis, the difference between their means and
the means of visitors who did not express their revisit intention was statistically significant
only for the factor “Attractions and information services”. The remaining two factors were
rejected from the model at the first iteration. The non-standardized coefficients of the
resulting discriminant function are presented in Table 8.

Table 8. Canonical discriminant function coefficients.

Function 1
Attract 1.399
(Constant) —5.196

According to these results, the empirical discriminant function is:
Revisit = —5.196 + 1.399 x Attract ()

A direct relationship was revealed, which was statistically significant according to
the ANOVA results (F = 21.43; Sig. < 0.01). This emphasizes that the higher the satisfac-
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tion with attraction and information services, the higher the probability of revisiting the
destination achievable. According to the values of the function coefficients, a respondent
should evaluate this factor by at least 4 points on a 5-level Likert scale to obtain a positive
discriminant score, which is associated with an intention to revisit the destination.

Therefore, the most important determinant of respondents’ revisit intention is the
satisfaction with Factor 1—*Attractions and information services”. Given that the other
two attribute-level satisfaction factors do not bear a significant discriminant power, it can
be considered that the analyzed factors have a poor influence on the intention to revisit the
ecotourism destinations.

3.6. The Relationship between the Visitors Segments and the Revisit Intention

With regards to the influence of visitors” profiles on their intention to revisit the
ecotourism destinations (O4.2), the distribution of responses obtained by cross-tabulation
revealed a high percentage of visitors who intended to return to the ecotourism destination
(Table 9).

Table 9. The relationship between the visitor segments and the revisit intention.

Revisit Nature Culture Leisure Eclectic Pearson Si
Intention Travelers Travelers Travelers Travelers Chi-Square &
Yes 85.1% 64.5% 78.7% 79.4% 48.86 0.00
No 14.9% 35.5% 21.3% 20.6%

Nevertheless, some differences could be observed across tourist segments. The highest
percentage of respondents with revisit intentions was recorded for nature travelers, while
the lowest percentage was for culture travelers. Such results could be explained by the dif-
ferences between the two segments’ profiles. While nature travelers were mainly Romanian
visitors under the age of 50, with low and middle income and secondary education, who
usually undertake many visits per year, the culture travelers were over 50 years old, retired,
with high incomes, highly educated, and mainly foreign people who visited Romanian
ecotourism destinations every few years.

In conclusion, visitors” profile influences their revisit intention as the relationship
between the two variables is statistically significant according to the results of Chi-square
test, which returned a Pearson Chi-square value equal to 48.86 and a significance level
lower than 0.01.

4. Discussion

The overall goal of this study was to examine the relationships between visitors’
profiles, satisfaction and revisit intentions, with a focus on four Romanian ecotourism
destinations. The general assumption revealed in the specialty literature was that tourists
with different purposes for visits reported different levels of satisfaction and both visitor
profiles and satisfaction with a tourism destination influence the intention to revisit the
destination.

First, the present study aimed to “identify the attribute-level satisfaction factors in
the context of four ecotourism destinations from Romania”. The results revealed three
attribute-level satisfaction factors: Factor 1—" Attractions and information services”, Factor
2—"”Amenities”, and Factor 3—"Conservation of natural and cultural heritage”. These
findings confirm the multifactor structure of customer satisfaction [80] and are similar to
those reported by Lee [76], in the context of forest recreation tourism, who also found three
factors: Factor 1—"Information services”, Factor 2—*“Recreation facilities”, and Factor
3—"Safety and sustainability”.

At the level of the analyzed ecotourism destinations, a high degree of satisfaction with
Factor 3, “Conservation of natural and cultural heritage” was recorded (general mean =
4.09 points), in line with the results mentioned by Xu et al., [81]. The lowest rated satisfac-
tion factor was Factor 1 “Attractions and information services” (general mean = 3.75 points).
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This factor reflected visitors’ attitudes regarding destination attributes such as: “parking
near attractions” (satisfaction mean = 3.62 points, the lowest value registered among the
15 initial items), “interpretation and information services” (3.71 points), “direction signs to
tourist attractions” (3.72 points), and “accessibility of local tourist attractions” (3.94 points).
The findings reveal poor tourism spatial planning within the studied destinations in ad-
dition to the need for a better planned interpretation, which is a key issue in ecotourism
development. The interpretation techniques used within the analyzed ecotourism destina-
tions were limited to mostly guided tours, walking trails, trail side signs and maps. Tara
Dornelor is the only destination which had a visitor center and four interpretation trails.
Therefore, as suggested by previous studies [32], future interpretation initiatives within
these destinations should provide personal connections for visitors, create clear content,
and allow for alternative audiences.

Secondly, the paper aimed to “investigate whether segments with different visit
purpose report different levels of satisfaction”. The results showed that segments with
different visit purposes reported different levels of satisfaction, but there were significant
differences across the four segments only for two of the three attribute-level satisfaction
factors. Visitors in ecotourism destinations were driven by specific/different visit purposes
and in turn they measured their satisfaction/experiences based on such purposes. The
relational outcome between specific types of segments and satisfaction will ultimately
define the nature of post-purchase behavioral intentions. Observing every visitor segment,
nature travelers (interested in observation of flora and fauna or skiing, ice climbing, rafting,
hiking, zip lining, mountain biking etc.) were most satisfied with the “Conservation of
natural and cultural heritage” (mean = 4.10 points). However, culture travelers (interested
in culture and traditions and in visiting painted churches or other heritage-based attractions)
were most satisfied with “Amenities” (mean = 4.34 points) and “Conservation of natural and
cultural heritage” (mean = 4.18 points). Leisure travelers (oriented towards soft activities
such as relaxing in guesthouses or in their secondary residence) and eclectic travelers (who
had a broad range of visit purposes that were not focused on the specificities of ecotourism
destinations) were most satisfied with the “Amenities” factor (Quality of lodging and
dining and Cleanliness in destination). The study results revealed high percentages of
satisfied visitors who rated the attribute-level satisfaction factors with scores equal to or
greater than 4 points on a 5-level Likert scale, similar to those reported in a number of
studies conducted in other contexts [10,12,30-33,82].

Thirdly, the present paper aimed “to examine if the analyzed ecotourism destina-
tions recorded different levels of satisfaction”. The outcomes of the conducted research
revealed significant differences across the four analyzed ecotourism destinations for all
attribute-level satisfaction factors. These results indicated differences between the ana-
lyzed destinations regarding their tourism offers, natural and cultural heritage level of
conservation, as well as the quality of their tourist information and interpretation initiatives.
Moreover, similar findings were reported in other studies [83,84]. For example, locations
with different types of on-site factors (i.e., presentation platform and support services) were
found to influence visitors’ perceptions and satisfaction [84].

Tourist satisfaction should be taken into account when assessing the strengths and
weaknesses of a tourism destination. Such an assessment can also prove useful in forming
the strategic and operational planning of tourism destinations. An examination of each
destination attribute’s impact on tourists’ satisfaction helps identify the strengths and
weaknesses of the destination. Therefore, the highest mean of satisfaction with information
services was registered in Tara Dornelor, which was the only analyzed destination that held
a visitor center. Eco Maramures recorded the highest mean value for the second component,
related to Amenities, and Colinele Transilvaniei for the Conservation of natural and cultural
area. The attribute-level satisfaction factor “Attractions and information services” recorded
the lowest means in all analyzed destinations. This finding must be addressed by the
AER in addition to the destination management organizations from the four analyzed
areas in their future tourism strategies and planning initiatives. Within the destinations
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Padurea Craiului and Transylvanian Highlands visitors were mostly satisfied with the
factor “Conservation of natural and cultural heritage”. This finding may be explained by
the fact that Padurea Craiului is an extremely picturesque natural area with spectacular
gorges and waterfalls while the Transylvanian Highlands include many bucolic villages,
where the cultural heritage and the traditional rural life is very well preserved. Visitors
to the destinations Eco Maramures and Tara Dornelor were mainly satisfied with the
existing “Amenities”. This outcome is not surprising as both destinations have several
accommodation units on their territory.

Regarding the influence of attribute-level satisfaction factors on the intention to revisit
the ecotourism destinations, the results revealed that the most important determinant of
revisit intentions was satisfaction with Factor 1—"Attractions and information services”. In
the present study, the values recorded for respondents’ satisfaction regarding each attribute
included in Factor 1 are below 4 points for all visitor segments (the lowest means within
the satisfaction assessment) and for each of the four analyzed destinations. Therefore,
destination management organizations should focus on this particular factor in their future
initiatives, in order to boost visitors’ revisit intentions. The literature has overly concen-
trated on revisit intention as a measure of actual visitation [57,65]. Moreover, the current
study confirmed that customer satisfaction is a key factor in destination management to
obtain repeat customers. Therefore, the present study confirms the significant relationship
between satisfaction and loyalty which was postulated in literature [14,57].

Considering the relationship between visitors’ profiles and their intention to revisit
the ecotourism destinations (O.4.2), our study emphasizes that the highest percentage of
respondents with revisit intentions was recorded for nature travelers, while the lowest
percentage was registered for culture travelers. This outcome might be due to the fact that
these destinations offer unique conditions for certain sports (e.g., there are few ecotourism
destinations in Romania where visitors can do river rafting). On the other hand, culture
travelers might feel less motivated to revisit certain ecotourism destinations which include
particular cultural landmarks or traditions and are more interested in other types of heritage-
based experiences. These findings are different from previous studies which show that
segments with multiple travel motives result in higher levels of intentions to return, to
recommend and relay positive experiences about the destination [8,9,85,86].

5. Conclusions and Implications

Taking into account the results of the present research, we consider that it bears a sig-
nificant contribution to the body of knowledge in the field of tourism, especially regarding
the marketing and management aspects of ecotourism destinations. A distinctive feature of
this article consists in the simultaneous analysis of several ecotourism destinations, which
have different natural attractions, tourism facilities and management systems. It allowed
us to point out that satisfaction must be considered in relationship with the destinations’
attributes but it can vary significantly from destination to destination. Additionally, both
satisfaction and revisit intention are significantly influenced by the visitors” profile and
visit purpose. Thus, from the theoretical perspective, these relationships should be stud-
ied in-depth and interpreted with caution due to the interference of several factors that
influence both satisfaction and the visitors” behaviors.

From a practical perspective, the findings of this paper offer useful management and
marketing insights for managers of the analyzed ecotourism destinations that previously
were not considered. Therefore, as the attribute-level satisfaction factor “Attractions and
information services” recorded the lowest means among all analyzed destinations, there is
an urgent need for a series of measures aimed at: the preservation of the environment; the
maintenance of trails, natural heritage interpretation; the provision of hiking and cycling
paths, maintenance and signage of rest areas, observation platforms, and bird watch towers.
All of these initiatives must be performed with a compatible and coherent connection
to the natural preservation of the ecosystems at the analyzed ecotourism destinations.
This information should be accurate, as otherwise the visitors could become extremely
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dissatisfied with a resulting negative impact on general satisfaction. The provision of
correct information does not increase tourist satisfaction, but misleading information will
lead to extreme displeasure if later found to be inaccurate [80].

Based on the finding that the attribute-level satisfaction factor “Conservation of nat-
ural and cultural heritage” did not achieve a maximum general score for the analyzed
destinations, we suggest that destination management organizations should pay much
closer attention to these satisfaction attributes in order to maintain customers’ positive
evaluation, and/or make investments for preserving the cultural and historical values of
destinations. This is also supported by the existence of protected areas within the analyzed
destinations and the fact that natural features conserved within a protected landscape, is
one of the key characteristics of ecotourism destinations [87].

At the level of destination attributes, low satisfaction scores were recorded by “Inter-
pretation and information services”, “Accessibility of local tourist attractions”, “Direction
signs to tourist attractions”, and “Parking near attractions”. “Interpretation and infor-
mation services” are particularly relevant in ecotourism destinations, where visitors are
mainly interested in outdoor recreation zones that are designed to protect fragile resources,
including bike paths, hiking trails in addition to the interpretation of the natural heritage.
Thus, a recommendation for destination management and marketing services is to provide
sound interpretation and correct information to visitors in order to communicate to visitors
in a coherent way what activities and places to observe are available visitor in the respective
places.

Efficient accessibility to tourist attractions is one of the most important attributes for the
development of any destination. For this reason, accessibility in terms of transportation and
information should be improved in the analyzed ecotourism destinations through smart
development of transportation and communication technologies. Moreover, improving
and increasing the number of “Direction signs to tourist attractions” and “Parking near
attractions” facilitates the implementation of good management of visitor flows, which is a
key issue in ecotourism destinations. Furthermore, lodging, dining and cleanliness, need
to be guaranteed at standards of high quality as these attributes were well appreciated
by the respondents and their absence will reduce visitor satisfaction. The ecotourism
destination management organizations from the analyzed areas need to consider these
aspects when planning and managing ecotourism. Some destination attributes that received
a low number of responses should also be better promoted in the analyzed destinations to
increase visitors’ satisfaction: spa facilities, festivals and events, souvenirs, guiding, visitor
centers and shopping facilities.

This study provides a relevant contribution to the literature by highlighting the rela-
tionships between visitors’ profiles, their satisfaction levels and revisit intentions. These
issues were not previously studied within the context of Romanian ecotourism destina-
tions [88-90]. The findings have vital practical significance for the Romanian ecotourism
industry and public organizations such as the administrations of protected areas included
within the analyzed ecotourism destinations. Firstly, regional and local stakeholders can
improve ecotourism products and services to increase the satisfaction of future tourists.
The analysis of visitor satisfaction with different attributes of ecotourism destinations offers
the opportunity to focus managerial actions on those that can increase the attractiveness
and competitiveness of the destination. This will increase visitors’ intentions to revisit
the destinations [91]. Secondly, the outcomes provide ecotourism managers with more
comprehensive and specific market segment portraits, and more effective information to
meet the differentiated needs of visitors. This information could be incorporated into future
ecotourism management strategies and sustainable development strategies.

Research Limitations and Future Research Directions

The results of this investigation have their limitations, which mean that they should
be interpreted within their own context rather than extrapolated to another. Therefore, its
focus on a narrow geographic area serves as a limitation. In this study, four ecotourism
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destinations were chosen as study areas and the data collected were analyzed as one sample.
This could be a potential limitation as the socio-demographics, motivations and satisfaction
characteristics of visitors of four sites could possibly be different. Another limitation was
given by the fact that visitors’ loyalty was measured using a single dimension, respondents’
intention to revisit the destination.

In addition, this study is limited in that the data analyzed is cross-sectional, and it
would be of great value to replicate this study using longitudinal evidence. Future research
in other ecotourism destinations and with visitors from other countries is needed. They
may include multiple collection times to better understand how post-trip satisfaction might
have evolved. Future research should include more attributes, which would provide a
more comprehensive understanding of visitors’ satisfaction levels and could generate other
attribute-level satisfaction factors.

It is hoped that the current study can stimulate further research to better understand
other relationships (e.g., between quality of visitor experience and destination image) as
well as the influence these relationships may have on satisfaction and loyalty.
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