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This study investigates the mediating role of social interactions between the ecotourism attitude and
ecotourism participation intention of tourism students in Australia. It also examines the moderating
influence of gender and length of career relationship on social interactions. Data analysis results from
partial least squares—based structural equation modeling confirm a positive relationship among envi-
ronmental knowledge, ecotourism attitude, landscape likability, and ecotourism participation inten-
tion. Findings also reveal that the mediating influence is further moderated by gender difference but
not by the relationship length of the student’s tourism career. These findings have important implica-
tions for tourism education providers in designing sustainability-related learning materials.
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Introduction

Emerging from nature-based and wildlife tour-
ism, the term “ecotourism” is today described as
an exemplar of sustainable use (Okech, 2011).
Ecotourism’s significance in the tourism litera-
ture is evidenced by the large amount of research
with themes such as environmental conserva-
tion, nature-focused tourism, and expansion and

preservation of local resources (Okech, 2011;
Zhang & Lei, 2012). Because the successful devel-
opment of ecotourism programs and activities
largely depends on the cooperation, participa-
tion, and interaction of tourism students, tour-
ists, local residents, and governing bodies, social
interactions have received considerable attention
in recent literature (Wu, Zhang, & Chikaraishi,
2013).
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As previous studies have indicated, social interac-
tions are a tool that helps to revise learning behavior,
altering the nature of the cognitive process, facilitat-
ing feedback (Sharpley & Jepson, 2011), and hav-
ing impact on proenvironmental behaviors (Choo &
Petrick, 2014). Surprisingly, the influence of tour-
ism students’” and real tourists’ social interactions
on students’ ecotourism participation intention has
yet to be empirically explored. Understanding this
impact is important because these social interac-
tions enable opportunities in which a wide breadth
of information can be exchanged between the two
parties, thus changing attitudes (Olli, Grendstad, &
Wollebaek, 2001). Social interactions also tend to
increase students’ awareness and motivation to par-
ticipate in long-term ecotourism programs (Choo &
Petrick, 2014). Although social interactions could
mediate between ecotourism attitude and ecotourism
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participation intention, this mediation could be
subject to gender and the length of tourism career
relationship, with this remaining an unexplored
phenomenon in the ecotourism literature. The study
aims, first, to understand the mediating role of social
interactions between ecotourism attitude and eco-
tourism participation intention and, second, to inves-
tigate whether this mediation is further moderated by
gender and length of career relationship (see Fig. 1).

Literature Review
Direct Effects

In accordance with the theory of planned behav-
ior (TPB; Ajzen, 1991), environmental knowledge
and ecotourism attitude both have predictive power
in explaining ecotourism behavioral intentions
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Figure 1. Theoretical model. Dashed lines are moderate mediation lines.
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(Fielding, McDonald, & Louis, 2008). Environ-
mental knowledge inspires students to protect local
tourism resources, increasing their sense of respon-
sibility toward ecotourism activities (Fielding et al.,
2008). Furthermore, the attitude toward ecotourism
determines an individual’s ecotourism behavioral
intention because these two constructs are correlated
(Sharpley & Jepson, 2011). Accordingly, students
with more positive ecotourism attitudes have a stron-
ger intention to participate in ecotourism activities.

Research has noted that the individual’s percep-
tion of a particular landscape’s likability affects his or
her decision to support ecotourism activities (Simon
& Klandermans, 2001). Landscape is defined as “a
particular physical place or countryside that may
symbolize multiple sites, each of which is grounded
in the cultural definitions of those who come upon
that place” (Greider & Garkovich, 1994, p. 2). When
people are fascinated by a landscape destination,
they form a positive attitude toward the place. They
are naturally motivated to care for it through environ-
mentally friendly behaviors such as donating money;,
voting for green political nominees, and undertaking
water conservation measures (Zhang & Lei, 2012).
An individual’s preference for a particular landscape
and his or her participation in ecotourism activities
develop from shared bonds as well as a positive atti-
tude (Sharpley & Jepson, 2011; Zhang & Lei, 2012).
Arguably, increased environmental knowledge will
have a positive impact on students’ attitudes toward
ecotourism and, eventually, will increase students’
interest in landscapes and ecotourism programs.
This is formally hypothesized as follows:

H1: Environmental knowledge positively influ-
ences ecotourism attitude.

H2: Ecotourism attitude positively influences ecot-
ourism participation intention.

H3: Ecotourism attitude positively influences land-
scape likability.

H4: Landscape likability positively influences eco-
tourism participation intention.

Mediation Effect

As the TPB model (Fielding et al., 2008) allows
for new variables to be added, the current study
has added “social interactions.” Social interactions
are conceptualized as a state in which behaviors

are recognized and influenced by others’ behavior,
thus helping to develop an explicit viewpoint for a
particular object or issue (Simon & Klandermans,
2001). An individual’s social interactions and social
network are vital in shaping his or her proenviron-
mental attitudes and actions (McDonald, 2014).
Students’ attitudes and behavior toward environ-
mentally friendly activities develop when they
actively engage and interact with family, friends,
peers, and tourists (Olli et al., 2001). Social inter-
actions with tourists may therefore intervene in the
relationship between students’ ecotourism attitude
and ecotourism participation intention. Hypotheti-
cally, this is stated as follows:

H5: Social interactions with tourists mediate the
relationship between ecotourism attitude and
ecotourism participation intention.

Moderated Mediation Effects

However, ecotourism participation intention may
be different for men and women or depending on
the length of one’s tourism career relationship. As
argued in gender schema theory, men and women
adopt different social behaviors due to their unique
gender-based schematic processing and different
in-group interaction styles (Meinhold & Malkus,
2005). The present study assumes that gender has
a moderating role on the mediating influence of
social interactions between ecotourism attitude and
ecotourism participation intention. In considering
the moderating role, a relationship of longer length
between two parties achieves more positive results
than a shorter relationship (Gounaris & Karin,
2002). Formally, this is proposed as follows:

H6: Gender moderates the mediation effect of
social interactions between ecotourism attitude
and ecotourism participation intention.

H7: Career relationship length moderates the medi-
ation effect of social interactions between eco-
tourism attitude and ecotourism participation
intention.

Method

To test the above hypotheses, a questionnaire
was developed, piloted, and distributed to tourism
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students at a renowned tourism residential educa- _5 .
tion institution in the Blue Mountains, Australia. §g g
Located to the west of Sydney, the Blue Mountains 2 S
area comprises 143,000 hectares of land, providing -
a natural habitat for more than 400 species of birds, 5.
animals, and rare plants. In 2014, the Blue Moun- ‘g-.g bo
tains attracted 808,000 domestic and 85,400 inter- £g Ss
national overnight tourists, resulting in earnings of g7

$515 million (Destination New South Wales, 2014).

A random sample of students (n=236) from %E . o
bachelor’s degree programs in tourism and hos- =K §§§
pitality were invited to participate voluntarily in 83
this study. Of this sample, there were 173 usable _
responses (78.63% response rate). The study used 2o
5-point Likert-type scales where, for all opinion %E 83eQ
constructs, 1 = strongly agree, 5 = strongly disagree, 2 § Soas
and 3=neutral. Environmental knowledge was ,_%¥

measured using three items modified from Zhang

and Lei (2012), an example being “Blue Mountains Saol.

. = 'g D OO WO
is land that refers to a range of sandstone as a geo- 32| R85
logical structure.” Multi-item scales were used to USJ <|[eceeee

measure three constructs, namely, ecotourism atti-
tudes (5), landscape likability (5), and participation 058338
intention (3), likewise modified from Zhang and So o
Lei’s study, with “I would like to attend discussion

meetings for Blue Mountains tourism development Naaa-
issues” being an example from participation inten-

S
0
0
0

M
02
40

3
tion (3). Lastly,_ the_ copstruct soc;lz_all interactions g rosNg
was measured with five items modified from Teye, S|S0 5
Sonmez, and Sirakaya (2002), an example being s|°°°°°
“l enjoy interacting with tourists.” Demographic ©
data provided the length of tourism career relation- " Ll wvas
ship and gender. g Ty 232
(72}
$lez
Results > 83185333
Eles |09
B| E=|cocococo
In the respondent sample, 71 (41%) were male, S S¢&
and 102 (59%) were female. Respondents were T
16-23 years of age (87.9%) and 24-31 years of age < ':>EJ % § g § cﬁ
(12.1%). Most respondents (60.7%) had a tourism £ cocooco
career relationship of more than 1 year, whereas for ks o
39.3% of the respondents, the relationship was less K 3 .
than 1 year. g gBEE
To test the theoretical model, partial least B = § S25
squares (PLS)-based structural equation modeling = g £= =8
- - (3]
(SEM; Ringle, Wende, & Will, 2005) was chosen e o | 2E §§§
for its distribution and independence, suitability ~B| §|228s5s
in analyzing relationships with multiple mediators 2 gl ¢ BE=E38
and moderators, and exploratory power (Henseler, EQ Ol das< 5

Note. AVE, average variance extracted.
Square root of the AVE is presented on the diagonal.
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Table 2
PLS Output
PLS Output

Path
Hypotheses  Coefficient SE t Results
H1 0.466 0.088 5.301  Supported
H2 0.570 0.079  7.216  Supported
H3 0.233 0.093 2,514  Supported
H4 0.121 0.088 1.378  Supported

Note. PLS, partial least squares.

Ringle, & Sinkovics, 2009). The sample size of the
present study was appropriate with the five latent
constructs, exceeding the cutoff rule of 10-20
cases for each latent construct (Henseler et al.,
2009). The descriptive statistics, average variance
extracted (AVE), composite reliability (CR), inter-
correlations, discriminant validity, and Cronbach’s
alpha are shown in Table 1. All constructs con-
firmed a satisfactory level of reliability and valid-
ity (Nunnally, 1978).

Hypotheses Testing: Direct Effects, Mediation
Effect, and Moderated Mediation Effects

Related critical ratios (t values) were used to
test the significance of the hypotheses. The results
shown in Table 2 indicate a significant positive
linear relationship of environmental knowledge,
ecotourism attitude, and landscape likability with
ecotourism participation intention, thus supporting

Table 3
t-Value Analysis Output

H1-H4 (t values are 5.67, 7.11, 6.08, and 2.31,
respectively).

To test the mediation effect (H5), a bootstrap-
ping method using Preacher and Hayes’s (2004)
indirect script was adopted. The total effect of
social interactions on ecotourism participation
intention is significant (ab path coefficient=
0.2349; p<0.001; and upper-lower limits have
values excluding zero with positive signs, 0.1186
and 0.3873, respectively). In addition, direct path
¢ (ecotourism attitude to ecotourism participation
intention) and total path (abc coefficient = 0.1118)
are also positive and significant (p <0.001).
Therefore, social interactions have a complemen-
tary mediation effect between ecotourism atti-
tude and ecotourism participation intention: H5
is supported. With an adjusted R? of 0.2088, indi-
rect effect is 23.50%.

To test the moderation effects of gender and career
relationship length on social interactions, subgroup
analysis was conducted using the PLS output. As
shown in Table 3, gender has a significant influ-
ence on the mediation effect of social interactions
(t=2.61, p<0.01), supporting H6. However, the
mediation effect of social interactions is not likely
to be varied by the length of tourism career rela-
tionship (t=0.284, p =0.7768), thus rejecting H7.

Discussion

The findings of this study show that environmen-
tal knowledge positively influences the formation

Total Effects From
Ecotourism Attitude
to Ecotourism
Participation

Intention
Sample Sample Size M SE t p? Results
Gender 2.6130 0.0098 Supported
Male 71 0.5427 0.0722
Female 102 0.2377 0.0840
Career length 0.2840 0.7768 Not supported
Less than a year 68 0.3741 0.0929
More than a year 105 0.4114 0.0875

*Two-tailed.
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of attitudes toward ecotourism programs (H1),
therefore, supporting the role of environmental
knowledge as a key antecedent in predicting atti-
tude toward ecotourism activities (Meinhold &
Malkus, 2005). The results reveal that a positive
attitude toward ecotourism helps students to par-
ticipate in environmentally friendly activities (H2).
Consistent with the literature, ecotourism attitude is
shown to positively influence preference for a par-
ticular landscape (H3; Zhang & Lei, 2012), with stu-
dents’ ecotourism participation intention positively
influenced by their enhanced landscape likability
(H4). The mediation effect of social interactions
between ecotourism attitude and ecotourism par-
ticipation intention (H5) is empirically supported,
demonstrating the importance of tourist-student
interactions in influencing students’ participation in
ecotourism activities. In addition, being male had
a more influential moderation impact (M = 0.543)
on social interactions than being female, thus signi-
fying that men are more comfortable with outdoor
activities and socialization. The length of respon-
dents’ tourism career relationship, however, was
not significant, possibly because tourism students
have already established an attitude of extensive
interaction with tourists.

Conclusions and Limitations

With the theory of planned behavior (TPB) as its
theoretical framework, this study contributes to the
ecotourism literature in several ways. The study is
significant because it focuses on social interactions
from the tourism student’s perspective, which is new
and original in the ecotourism literature. The study
also provides new and valuable insights regarding
the moderating influence of gender on the media-
tion effect of social interactions between ecotourism
attitude and ecotourism participation intention.

The findings have several practical implications.
They highlight that tourism education providers and
government agencies should attempt to increase
environmental knowledge among tourism students
by including environmental and sustainability-
related subject materials in course curriculums. For
tourism education providers, the findings empha-
size the importance of initiatives that enhance the
likability of landscapes among students by describ-
ing these landscapes, discussing their historical

importance and the necessity for their conservation.
The influence of social interactions as a mediator
between ecotourism attitude and ecotourism par-
ticipation intention suggests the need for more stu-
dent field trips and training sessions with increased
opportunities to interact with “real” tourists. Care
should be taken during practical training sessions
and field trips because social interactions are influ-
enced by differences in gender. Allowing male and
female students to interact with tourists in accor-
dance with their own preferences and styles will
maximize the benefits of social interactions.

The study acknowledges some limitations,
although the study’s exploratory nature means that
these can be overcome with further research. First,
the study has considered only the Blue Mountains
region and is thus limited by the sample size. Sec-
ond, the influence of contextual factors, such as
behavioral control, normative beliefs, and analysis
of situational constraints, is not considered. Future
research could consider a larger number of item
scales or could undertake a longitudinal study of
the same students.
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