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EXPLORING DESTINATION IMAGE, FAMILIARITY,  
INFORMATION SEARCH BEHAVIOUR, INVOLVEMENT AND TRAVEL MOTIVATION  

AS INFLUENCERS OF ECOTOURISTS’ DESTINATION LOYALTY¹

Abstract: This work aims at exploring the influence of selected factors that have received little attention in the past on ecotourism 
destination loyalty within the context of a developing country. The factors are destination image, familiarity, information search 
behaviour, involvement and travel motivation. The research was conducted on ecotourists visiting Malaysia who were approached 
on site and assisted to complete the survey instrument. The sample size was 813, representing a response rate of 47%. Hypotheses 
were tested using Structural Equation Model. It was found that while there are no linear relationships between the tested variables 
and destination loyalty, there are findings from the study that offer some managerial implications towards the industry.

Keywords: destination loyalty, destination image, familiarity, search behaviour, involvement, travel motivation.

1. INTRODUCTION

Understanding what could have an impact on destina- 
tion and brand loyalties may be valuable in formulat- 
ing destination management and marketing strategies, 
as well as on service delivery (Prayag, Ryan, 2012). 
This work attempts to examine the impact of several 

destination loyalty factors that past studies may have 
not investigated simultaneously i.e. destination im- 
age, familiarity, information search behaviour, involve- 
ment and travel motivation. The context of the study,  
i.e. Malaysian ecotourism, may also add to the newness 
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of the findings. Its rich cultural and natural biodiversity 
has led Malaysia to win an award as the Best Ecotour- 
ism Destination in two consecutive years (2007-2008) 
at the Travel Weekly (Asia) Industry Awards. Hence, 
ecotourism is clearly an asset to Malaysian tourism, and 
understanding what contributes to loyalty to ecotour- 
ism destinations in Malaysia could help the country 
improve its ecotourism offering.

Attracting and retaining a target market is a chal-
lenging endeavour particularly if not much is known 
about the market to begin with. This is more so because 
invoking customer loyalty involves knowing the factors 
that could shape destination and brand loyalties. The 
same applies to ecotourism destinations in Malaysia. 
With so many tropical destinations globally offering 
ecotourism attractions, it is important that ecotourism 
marketing managers in Malaysia understand what will 
influence customers to be loyal. Promoting ecotourism 
as a tourism product contributes not only towards the 
economy (Sangpikul, 2017) but also towards destina-
tion sustainability because the nature of ecotourism 
encourages minimal development, low impact activi-
ties and local economy enhancement. Ecotourism also 
plays an educational role in sustainable development 
by enhancing stakeholder collaboration networks and 
contributing towards the educational system (Mondino, 
Beery, 2019). This aligns with sustainable the consump-
tion and production that SDG11 aims for. 

In the literature, the many identified antecedents of  
destination loyalty (such as satisfaction, perception  
of services, perception of value, travel motivation, des- 
tination image, destination knowledge, information 
search behaviour, level of involvement, number of 
previous trips) have been studied separately. Such an 
approach impedes a more comprehensive or holistic 
look at the issue of destination loyalty. 

In addition, not much of the literature has focused 
on the relationships between important factors such 
as satisfaction, perceived quality, perceived value and 
destination image on destination loyalty in the context 
of nature-based or ecotourism. Instead, most discourse 
on the issue of destination loyalty has been explored 
only in the context of general tourism. Hence, finding 
guidance on targeting the potentially loyal ecotourist 
segment in the academic literature is difficult since 
not many destination loyalty studies focus on ecotour- 
ism. Hence, this work is probably one of the few that 
attempts to look at the influence of several destination 
loyalty antecedents simultaneously to see the bigger 
picture as not many past studies have focused on such 
a combination. 

Hence, this study attempts to expand the research 
focus by extending the proposition that individual com-
ponents of a destination can influence tourists’ over- 
all destination satisfaction and loyalty (see Chi, Qu, 
2008; Neal, Gursoy, 2008). This approach is considered 

necessary because of the multi-faceted and hybrid expe-
rience offered by the tourism industry. It also aims to 
close gaps presented by past research that focused indi-
vidually on each aspect of the service experience, and of-
fers another perspective on destination loyalty because  
it studies a selected number of destination loyalty  
antecedents for ecotourism in the Malaysian context. 
The following main research question was asked: How 
do ecotourists’ destination image, familiarity with the 
destination, information search behaviour, level of 
involvement and travel motivation influence their des- 
tination loyalty? To answer this, the remaining sections 
of this article are organized as follows: first, a review of 
relevant literature is presented; then the methodology 
used to gather data is explained, followed by a discus-
sion of the findings. Finally, the article concludes by 
presenting possible theoretical and managerial implica- 
tions of the findings.

2. MATERIALS AND METHODS 

Ecotourism is now a concept that has grown widely 
(Dowling, Fennell, 2003; Hawkins, Lamoureux, 2001; 
WTTC, 2004). It has managed to draw the interest of 
many stakeholders because it has the potential ability 
to produce benefits for the economy and ecology of 
a destination (Sitar, May-Collado, Wright, 2017; Weaver,  
2005; Wight, 1993). Ecotourism has also managed to 
attract the attention of many scholars who have at-
tempted to give perspectives on the complexities and 
confusions often linked to the understanding of ecot-
ourism (Weaver, 2005). Nonetheless, little consensus 
has been achieved despite the mounting numbers and 
time devoted to unravel the true meaning of ecotour-
ism (see Blamey, 2001; Honey, 1999; Hvenegaard, 1994). 
Instead, the various interpretations of ecotourism have 
caused difficulties for managers and planners who 
want to find guidance to assist their duties (Donohoe 
and Needham, 2005a; Dowling and Fennell, 2003). As 
the debate on the true definition of ecotourism is not the  
focus of this study, one definition has been adopted 
to suit its purpose and that is the one by the Interna-
tional Ecotourism Society (TIES, 2006), as improved 
by Honey (2008), which said that ecotourism involves 
responsible behaviour that conserves natural resources 
and surrounding communities. It is an all-encompass-
ing concept that includes aspects such as nature travel, 
environmental awareness, minimisation of negative 
impacts, direct monetary benefits to nature and cul-
ture, local empowerment, local jobs, human rights and 
democratic activity. 

Visitors that visit ecotourism destinations are known 
as ecotourists. Even in the 1990s, there were already no 
less than five million eco-tourists recorded globally, 
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most of whom were from North America, Europe and 
Australia (Kamauro, 1996). According to Wight (1996), 
eco-tourists can often be divided based on factors such as 
demography, background, motivation and preferences.  
They can also be divided based on other factors such 
as environmental attitudes (Sangpikul, 2020; Uysal, 
Jurowski, Noe, McDonald, 1994), cultural values (Bla-
mey, Braithwaite, 1997) and benefits sought (Palacio, 
McCool, 1997). Jamieson (2001) contends that ecotour- 
ists are more concerned about causing distress during 
travel as they value different things and have different 
lifestyles and this may have an effect on their demand. 
For example, most North American eco-tourists look 
for cultural and educational values (Plog, 1974) whilst 
Singaporean eco-tourists look for business opportuni-
ties and new things (Swarbrooke, Horner, 1999).

3. LOYALTY

Some past researchers (such as Chen, Gursoy, 2001; Op-
permann, 2000; Yoon, Uysal, 2005) have defined loyalty 
as tourists’ propensity to choose the same destination 
for their future visits and their willingness to suggest 
it to others. Some authors refer to it as an intention 
to revisit or return to a destination they have visited 
before (Quintal, Polcynzski, 2010). Previous studies 
reported many factors that could influence destina-
tion loyalty including visit experience level (Chi, Qu, 
2008; Neal, Gursoy, 2008), perceived destination ser-
vices (Chen, Tsai, 2007; Chi, 2012; Chi, Qu, 2008; Cole, 
Illum, 2006) perceived destination value (Sun, Chi, Xu, 
2013), destination image (Castro, Armario, Ruiz, 2007; 
Chen, Gursoy, 2001; Chen, Tsai, 2007; Chi, 2011; Chi, Qu, 
2008), travel motivation (Yoon, Uysal, 2005), destination 
knowledge (Gursoy, McCleary, 2004a, 2004b; Konecnik, 
Gartner, 2007), information search behaviour (Chen, 
Gursoy 2000, 2011), involvement level (Gursoy, Gavcar, 
2003; Havitz, Dimanche, 1999), and past trips to the 
destination (Gursoy, McCleary, 2004a, 2004b). 

The studies on tourists’ loyalty described above are 
in the context of general tourism. Within the context 
of ecotourism, not much discourse on the subject can 
be found. However, as Ezebilo (2014) has found, even 
in the context of ecotourism, a revisiting decision is 
directly linked to satisfaction on the first visit. In other 
words, building loyalty depends on a positive and sat- 
isfactory experience during a first visit. The author’s 
contention is consistent with an empirical finding of 
Plessis, Merwe & Saayman (2012) that shows the link 
between tourist satisfaction and tourist loyalty. The 
authors’ study on visitors to South African National 
Parks indicate that there are five factors that could influ-
ence satisfaction in a national park setting i.e. tourism 
product offer, pollution, park violation, tourism impact 

and environmental management. Among these factors, 
pollution (from restaurants, litter and noise) contrib- 
utes the most towards negative experience, followed 
by tourism impacts (the presence of alien plant species, 
trampling and erosion level along tourist routes) and 
park violations (overcrowding and speeding). They 
conclude that if ecotourists have a perceived positive  
experience, the level of ecotourist satisfaction will 
increase and the level of loyalty will also increase at the 
same time. Since ecotourists differ from regular tourists 
especially in the factors influencing their motivation 
and satisfaction (Kasim, Gursoy, Chi, Sreenivasan 2014), 
more empirical evidence is needed before more can be 
concluded about factors influencing their loyalty.

4. DESTINATION IMAGE

Destination image is one of the most frequently exam- 
ined topics in tourism literature (Sun, Chi, Xu, 2013). It 
became a focus of tourism research in the early 1970s 
and attention increased in the 1990s. This momentum 
coincides with the realization by both academics and in-
dustry practitioners of the importance of a destination’s 
image in its promotion. It has been a relatively well-
studied line of inquiry in the field of hospitality and 
tourism for more than 30 years.

Destination image is an essential factor because 
a good image could bring more tourists (Hsu, 2004). 
Crompton (1979) defined destination image as the sum 
of beliefs, ideas and impressions that a tourist holds of  
a place. These have been divided in the literature into 
two dimensions i.e. cognitive and affective. The cog-
nitive component consists of beliefs and knowledge 
about the physical attributes of a destination, while 
the affective component refers to the feelings towards 
the attributes and the environment (Baloglu, McCleary, 
1999; Hosany, Ekinci, Uysal, 2007). Destination image 
plays a significant role in influencing destination choice, 
the decision-making process and in the selection of on- 
site activities such as lodging, attractions and activities 
to participate in. A positive image enhances a tourist’s 
decision to visit a particular destination (O’Leary,  
Deegan, 2005). If the tourist perceives a positive and 
favourable destination image in their mind then they 
are likely to desire to visit it (Beerli, Martin, 2004; Laws, 
Scott, Parfitt, 2002)

Destination image is also likely to have significant 
influences on post-trip assessment such as perceived 
value, satisfaction and future behavioural intentions  
(revisit intentions and recommendation to others) (Chen, 
Tsai, 2007; Lee, Lee, Lee, 2005). If any tourism authority 
can create a positive image in a tourist’s mind then it is 
easier to be successful in a tourism business (Hankinson, 
2004). Hall & O’Sullivan (1996) propose that there are 
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three essential factors that help to build a destination: 
word of mouth, a good image, and good governance. In 
terms of word of mouth recommendations, tourists are 
more likely to spread a positive word or story to their 
family, relatives and friends if their experience was 
satisfactory. In addition, the destination’s good image, 
inculcated through good relations with the media in 
particular, can help influence potential tourists’ deci-
sion making. Finally, good policies and proper imple-
mentation of those policies will ensure the destination 
lives up to its image and help provide tourists with 
a satisfactory experience from their visits. There is no 
doubt that destination image management is one of the 
most important aspects of marketing because travellers’ 
images are likely to have a rather strong effect on their 
decision making and selection behaviour (Chi, 2012). 

Tourists’ subjective evaluation of a destination, their 
choice and consequent behaviour tend to be influenced 
by destination image (e.g., Castro, Armario i Ruiz, 2007; 
Chi, 2011; Chi, Qu, 2008). Destinations with positive 
images tend to be selected as those of choice because 
the positive image influences tourists to assume that the  
destination’s products and services will be of high value  
as well (Chen, Tsai, 2007; Chi, Qu, 2008) and that will 
contribute towards their overall satisfaction. This indi-
cates the positive relationships between image and sat-
isfaction, as well as between image and quality. How-
ever, it is also suggested that the relationship between 
image and satisfaction is reciprocal, tourists’ actual 
experiences affect their post-trip subjective evaluations 
as well as their image of the destination (Chi, 2012). 
Studies also suggest that there may be a direct relation-
ship between destination image and perceived value 
(Mahasuweerachai, Qu, 2011). However, previous work 
that examined this relationship reported contradictory 
results. For example, Andreassen & Lindestad (1998) 
contend that while image is likely to have significant 
impact on other outcome variables, such as perceived 
quality and satisfaction, there was no significant re-
lationship reported between image and value. Their 
findings suggested that the impact of image on value 
was moderated by perceived quality.

There is a general consensus that destination image 
also affects the behavioural intentions of tourists (Ca-
stro, Amario, Riuz, 2007; Chen, Gursoy, 2001; Chen, Tsai, 
2007). For example, Mahasuweerachai & Qu (2011) found 
that the image positively affects visitors’ intentions to 
revisit in the future. Further, Andreassen & Lindestad 
(1998) suggest that image tends to have significant im-
pact on customer satisfaction, quality, and loyalty in 
a service context. On the other hand, Castro et al. (2007) 
found that the influence on loyalty of a destination’s 
image is likely to be moderated by service quality and/ 
or tourist satisfaction. Chen & Tsai (2007) also support 
the notion that destination image is likely to have the 

most important effect on behavioural intentions (i.e. in-
tention to revisit and willingness to recommend). Based 
on the preceding discussion, this work proposes that 
destination image is likely to have significant impact 
on quality, satisfaction, and destination loyalty.

Hypothesis one: Ecotourists’ destination images can 
influence their ecotourism destination loyalty

5. DESTINATION KNOWLEDGE/ 
FAMILIARITY

Destination knowledge can be described as all des- 
tination-related information stored in a traveller’s  
mind (Gursoy, 2011a) especially in their long-term mem- 
ory (Gursoy, McCleary, 2004a, 2004b). Knowledgeable 
consumers will use their prior product knowledge or in-
formation to facilitate their decision making more effec- 
tively (Gursoy, 2011a). The process starts with retrieval 
of information from long-term memory (Ramkissoon, 
Nunkoo, 2008) to evaluate something in terms of utility, 
attributes, and applications (Ratchford, 2001). Prior prod- 
uct knowledge enhances a consumer’s internal memory 
and facilitates the decision-making process (Gursoy, 
2011b). It also influences the nature of information search  
and storage in long-term memory (Gursoy, 2011a). Ac- 
cording to Gursoy & Gavcar (2003), consumers tend to 
acquire information to reduce expected risk within an 
uncertain situation (Gursoy, 2003) and to reduce the 
discrepancy between external information and prior 
knowledge to protect themselves and maximize their 
satisfaction (Gursoy, McCleary, 2004b). Ramkissoon 
& Nunkoo, (2008) have broadly defined knowledge as 
brand awareness, attributes, benefits, images, thoughts, 
feelings, attitudes and experiences. In the context of 
ecotourism, the knowledge that a potential ecotourist 
has about a destination has been found to influence its 
choice (Ezebilo, 2014).

Alba & Hutchinson (1987) suggest that a consumer’s 
knowledge is likely to have two dimensions: 1. Familiar- 
ity – the amount of exposure to the product through 
past purchases, past use, indirect experiences, on-going 
participation and learning; and 2. Expertise – the ability 
to perform product-related tasks. Familiarity reflects 
the initial stages of learning and expertise reflects the 
more advanced phases of learning. Alba & Hutchinson, 
(1987) suggest that increased familiarity with a product 
increases expertise about the product as well. On the 
other hand, Keller (2003) suggests that knowledge is the 
basis and precursor of brand equity or “the sum of fac-
tors (or dimensions) contributing to a brand’s value in 
the consumer’s mind” (Konecnik, Gartner, 2007, p. 401).  
Keller (1993, 1998) also suggests that brand knowl- 
edge potentially has two major components: brand 
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awareness and brand image. Brand awareness is akin 
to Alba & Hutchinson’s (1987) familiarity construct. 
In this study, destination knowledge is to have two 
components: destination familiarity/ awareness and 
expertise. Destination familiarity/ awareness refers 
to “what someone knows or thinks they know about 
a destination” (Konecnik, Gartner, 2007, p. 403) which 
is likely to influence image and loyalty.

Hypothesis two: Ecotourists’ destination knowledge 
can influence their destination loyalty

6. INFORMATION SEARCH BEHAVIOUR

There is a consensus that destination selection and 
onsite trip decisions begin with information search 
(Chen, Gursoy, 2000; Gursoy, 2011a; Gursoy, McCleary, 
2004a, 2004b; Ramkissoon i Nunkoo, 2008). Informa-
tion search behaviour is defined by Engel, Blackwell 
& Miniard, (1995) as the wilful initiation of knowledge 
inside the memory or the retrieval of data from the 
surroundings. This means that information search can 
take place internally or externally (Engel, Blackwell, 
Miniard, 1995).

Information search is triggered whenever travellers 
need to make a decision, and is often started internally 
i.e. from a memory of past experience (Gursoy, 2011b). 
Internal information refers to first hand experiences 
about a destination or one that is similar to it, and cu-
mulative knowledge (Fodness, Murray, 1997). If internal 
search proves sufficient to help decision-making, then 
an external search becomes unneeded (Gursoy, McCle-
ary, 2004b). However, in cases where internal sources 
are incomplete or insufficient, then tourists would seek 
external supplementary information. Gursoy, (2011b) 
contends that travel decisions often require supple-
mentary information from external sources to ensure 
a good final decision. 

According to Fodness & Murray (1997), external infor-
mation search has been conceptualized in the literature 
in terms of degree and direction. How much external in-
formation is gathered depends on the number of sources  
used and the amount of time devoted to the search 
(Gursoy, 2011a). The intensity of pre-purchase external 
information searching depends on the type of product 
in question. The higher the price, visibility and com-
plexity of the product, the more the perceived risk and 
the more information searching required (Ramkissoon, 
Nunkoo, 2008). Researchers such as Fodness & Murray 
(1997), Chen & Gursoy (2000) and Ramkissoon & Nun-
koo (2008) contend that travellers to international and 
new destinations have a tendency to use external in-
formation searching. However, not much is yet known 
on the influence of information search behaviour on 

ecotourists’ levels of knowledge, destination image, 
perception of quality and loyalty.

Hypothesis three: Ecotourists’ information search 
behaviour can influence their destination loyalty

7. INVOLVEMENT

The concept of involvement has been widely utilized in 
the consumer literature particularly on leisure, recrea- 
tion and tourism (Dimanche, Havitz, Howard, 1993; 
Gursoy, Gavcar, 2003). It refers to “personal relevance” 
(Zaichkowsky, 1985) or a consumer’s level of participa-
tion in relation to an object, situation or action. Personal 
relevance to a product is represented by a perceived 
linkage between needs, goals and values, and product 
knowledge. A consumer’s feelings of personal relevance  
or involvement with a product depend on the extent 
that product characteristics are associated with personal 
goals and values (Chen, Li, Chen, 2013).

When an individual is highly involved in decision 
making, he/ she will invest time and resources to identi-
fy the problem, search for more information, and evalu-
ate available options before making a purchase (Gursoy, 
Gavcar, 2003). Consumers who are highly involved are 
likely to use more criteria to search for more informa-
tion. They will use more external information sources, 
evaluate fewer alternatives, and examine the impor-
tance and relevance of the information in detail (Fa-
tima, Razzaque, 2013), produce more product-related  
thoughts and make more product inferences, want to 
know the strengths and weaknesses of possible alter-
natives in more detail, and will form attitudes that are 
more resistant to change. Not much is yet known about 
the influence of involvement on a consumer’s informa-
tion search behaviour, knowledge, perception of quality, 
destination image and their loyalty particularly within 
the context of ecotourism.

Hypothesis four: Ecotourists’ level of involvement 
can influence their destination loyalty

8. TRAVEL MOTIVATION

Studies suggest that the motivation of travellers is likely 
to influence their satisfaction with the destination and 
therefore have an indirect influence on traveller loyalty 
(Prebensen, Woo, Chen, Uysal, 2013; Yoon, Uysal, 2005). 
According to Pizam, Neumman, & Reichel (1979), tourist 
motivation refers to an individual’s impulse to engage 
in a tourism activity. It is the consequence of internal 
and external drivers (Gursoy, 2011b; Prebensen, Woo, 
Chen, Uysal, 2013) and is often an initiator to a traveller’s 
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purchase decision (Chi, 2011). Knowing the reasons why 
a destination is chosen is important for tourism marke-
teers (Lee, Hsu, 2013) because it helps them understand 
travel motivation and factors influencing a destination 
choice. As one of the most frequently studied topics in 
the field of hospitality and tourism, theories developed 
in other fields such as Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs 
(Maslow, 1943) and Murray’s (1938) classification of 
human needs have been used to study why people 
travel. This then evolved into a call for the development 
of travel motivation theories by Lundberg in 1971 and 
Dann in 1981. Consequently, numerous theories have 
since emerged including social psychological (Iso-Ahola,  
1982), content (Witt, Wright, 1992), and expectancy (Witt, 
Wright, 1992). 

In examining the tourist motivation literature, it is 
clear that there are four main approaches, each of which 
can be linked back to earlier motivation theories in the 
consumer behaviour literature (Prebensen, Woo, Chen, 
Uysal, 2013). These include the work of Maslow (1943) 
which can be linked to needs-based theory, the work of 
Rokeach (1968) which can be linked to value-based the-
ories, expectancy theory (e.g., Witt, Wright, 1992) and 
benefits-sought theory (e.g. Frochot, Morrison, 2000; 
Pearce, Caltabiano, 1983). Iso-Ahola (1982) proposes 
that tourism and recreation are motivated by a seeking 
for personal and interpersonal escapes.

According to Gavcar & Gursoy (2002), push-pull 
theory has been one of the most frequently used to 
understand why people travel because it studies trav- 
el motivations from a two-dimensional perspective  
i.e. the assumption that travel choices are influenced by 
either their desires (push factor) or by being attracted  
to specific destination attributes (pull) (Prebensen, Woo, 
Chen, Uysal, 2013). While internal forces such as the 
desire to escape from routine, relax or seek entertain-
ment are related to tourist wishes, pull motivations 
such as a beautiful environment and cheap prices are 
related destination attributes (Prebensen, Woo, Chen, 
Uysal, 2013). Push factors are mostly intangible needs 
inside an individual traveller (Gavcar, Gursoy, 2002) or 
socio-psychological, socioeconomic and demographic 
variables, as well as the ‘Attitudes, Interests and Opin- 
ions’ (AIO) of travellers (Prebensen, Woo, Chen, Uysal, 
2013). In contrast, destination specific factors are the pull 
factors that could influence travellers’ destination choice  
(Prebensen, Woo, Chen, Uysal, 2013) and are either 
tangible or intangible destination attributes (Lee, Hsu, 
2013). To be effective, pull factors must be perceived and 
valued by the travellers (Yoon, Uysal, 2005). 

Kasim, Gursoy, Chi & Sreenivasan (2014) have pro-
posed that ecotourists are essentially different from 
regular tourists, particularly in relation to what could 
influence their travel motivation and trip satisfaction. 
Ecotourists’ travel motivation focuses include envi-
ronmental and adventure-based motivations (Fennell, 

1990; Kretchman, Eagles, 1990; Williacy, Eagles, 1990; 
Eagles, 1992) covering aspects such as learning about 
nature, understanding local culture, taking photos 
of unique and scenic areas or objects and outdoor 
sightseeing (Eagles, 1992). What motivates ecotourists, 
according to Crossley & Lee (1994) and Wight (1996), 
are preferences for 1) quieter locations, 2) isolated areas 
of wilderness, 3) wildlife education, 4) the physical 
environment, 5) community benefit, 6) viewing plans 
and animals, and 7) physical challenge. A study by 
Eagles & Cascagnette (1995) for example, has identified 
‘desire to visit wilderness’ as the top-ranked travel 
motivation for Canadian ecotourists. Bastic & Goj-
cic (2011) refer to this as ‘ecological motivation’. Their 
study on Slovenian hotels (without an eco-label) and 
Austrian hotels (with an eco-label) found four factors 
affecting ecological motivation: bio-food, efficiency of 
water use and energy, the eco-behaviour of the hotel’s 
staff, and healthy and environmentally-friendly equip- 
ment. Their findings showed that guests at Austrian 
hotels are more loyal compared to those who stay in 
Slovenian hotels because the former had higher ecolo-
gical motivation than the latter. In addition, Austrian 
hotel guests perceived a higher level of service quality 
which indicates that an eco-label may attract tourists 
to a higher level of ecological motivation (Bastic, Goj-
cic, 2011). 

Meanwhile, Kasim, Gursoy, Chi & Sreenivasan’s 
(2014) review of the literature has identified that in 
understanding motivation in an ecotourism context, 
most studies have mostly focused on physical motiva-
tions. For example, Peruvian Amazon ecotourists look 
forward to the likelihood of seeing particular species 
that are unique, such as mega fauna (Okello, Manka, 
D’Amour, 2008; Naidoo i Adamowicz, 2005; Okello, 
Wishitemi, Mwinzi, 2001; Walpole, Leader-Williams, 
2002). In Africa, ecotourists are driven by the possibility 
of watching flagship species because they are easily 
observed due to their large size. Meanwhile, Moscar-
do & Woods’ (1998) study on ecotourists from Taiwan, 
Australia and Japan, found a predisposition towards 
1) touring water-based nature attractions such as lakes 
and rivers; 2) engaging in nature-related activities at 
national parks and ecological sites. Clearly, ecotourists 
enjoy engaging in physically active lifestyles and new 
experiences when visiting the ecotourism sites of their 
choice (Kasim, Gursoy, Chi, Sreenivasan, 2014). In such 
cases, ecotourist satisfaction is largely built on image 
and expectations of various experience elements such as 
destination setting and landscape, opportunity to learn, 
uniqueness of cultures, an interpretative education 
program and guides (Bowen, 1999; Mackoy & Osland, 
2004). On the other hand, ecotourist travel motivation 
has a social dimension. Eagles (1992) proposes that eco- 
tourists prefer to travel in groups (social motivation) 
and are motivated by factors that are nature-oriented  
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(attraction motivation). Moscardo & Woods (1998) 
found that ecotourists also seek social gratifications 
in terms of nature education, nature photography, ac-
tivity and lifestyle, a new social circle and adventure 
while making full use of the limited time they have on 
a particular trip. 

For this study, motivation is operationalized using 
push factors (under ‘relaxation’, ‘excitement’, ‘pleasure’, 
‘socialization’, ‘bonding’, ‘culture’, ‘education/learning’, 
‘nature’, ‘self actualization’ and ‘wildlife sighting’). It 
proposes via the following hypothesis that even in an 
ecotourism context, the motivation of travellers is likely 
to have a significant impact on their satisfaction with 
the destination.

Hypothesis five: Ecotourists’ travel motivations can 
influence their loyalty

9. METHOD

The study explores the following relationships: 1. The 
influence of ecotourists’ travel motivations on their 
destination loyalty; 2. The influence of ecotourists’ 
destination image on their destination loyalty; 3. The 
influence of ecotourists’ information search behaviour 
on their destination loyalty; and 4. The influence of 
ecotourists’ level of involvement on their destination 
loyalty. This followed the procedures recommended 
by Churchill (1979) and DeVellis (1991) in developing 
its instrument. To develop the item pool, the first step 
involved a review of the literature and focus group in-
terviews with 1. travellers to ecotourism areas of Malay-
sia (10 people) and 2. industry professionals (4). Issues 
on content validity of the items, clarity, readability, and 
content validity were resolved at this stage. Targeting 
international ecotourists as respondents, the next step 
involves translating the instrument back to back from 
English to Mandarin to ensure that Mandarin speaking 
tourists were not excluded from the study. Mandarin 
was given priority to cater for the increase of Chinese 
tourists in Malaysia. Translation to other languages 
was not conducted due to lack of resources and langu-
age experts. Hence the strategy was to approach only  
English and Mandarin-speaking international eco- 
tourists. 

The instrument was pre-tested, revised accordingly 
and finalized based on the pre-test results. The study 
was conducted on-site using a self-administered survey 
approach in important ecotourism destinations i.e.  
1) both marine and terrestrial in Sabah (Mt. Kinabalu, 
Crocker Range and Tawau Hills, Turtle Island, Tunku 
Abdul Rahman and Pulau Tiga); 2) Taman Negara Pa-
hang; 3) Belum National Park; and 4) Penang National 
Park. These four constitute the primary ecotourism 
destinations in Malaysia. Using information on the 

population of international visitors from these sites, 
a target sample of 1721 was determined (95% accuracy 
at confidence interval of ±4). The outcome was a to-
tal of 813 samples, giving the study a response rate of 
47%, a number considered sufficient for the purpose 
of the analysis because for a structural equation mod- 
elling (SEM), approximately only 200 responses are 
required to fulfil the assumptions and parameters of 
a survey project (Bennekom, 2000). Wolf, Harrington, 
Clark & Miller (2013) propose that the sample size for 
SEM should ideally be from 30 (for Simple CFA with 
four indicators and loadings of around 0.80) to 450 cases 
(for mediation models).

The sample was randomly selected and divided into 
two sub-samples. An exploratory factor analysis (EFA) 
with a principal component method with varimax ro-
tation was performed to detect scale dimensionality on 
the first sub-sample (from now on referred as Sample 
One). The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling 
adequacy (with a value of 0.60 or above) and a sig-
nificant Bartletts test of sphericity (Tabachnick, Fidel 
1989) were used to detect the appropriateness of factor 
analysis. Attributes that had factor loadings of lower 
than 0.40 and attribute loading on more than one fac-
tor, with a loading score of equal to or greater than 
0.40 on each factor, were eliminated from the analy-
sis to ensure that each factor identified by EFA has 
only one dimension and that each attribute was loaded 
on only one factor (see Hattie 1985). This is followed 
by a Cronbach’s Alpha reliability test to evaluate the 
reliability of each measurement scale using the first 
sub-sample (Zaichkowsky, 1985). Lastly, a confirma-
tory factor analysis was performed on the second sub- 
sample followed by an examination of chi-square (c2) 
statistics and associated P values to determine the fit 
of the measurement model. Jöreskog (1993) contends 
that the test is the most objective method of testing the 
fit of a confirmatory model. However, there are also 
other fit indices often utilized because of the problems 
associated with the test (Hu, Bentler 1995). The theo-
retical model that examines ecotourists’ destination 
loyalty to Malaysian ecotourism destinations, and the 
factors that are likely to influence it was tested using 
the Structural Equation Model (SEM) approach. SEM 
enables the testing of multiple equations with multi-
ple dependent variables to provide parameter values  
(i.e. path coefficients) for each of the research hypotheses  
and determines their respective significance.

10. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

A total of 813 international tourists participated in this 
study. Table 1 shows the detailed of descriptive statistics 
of the respondents’ demography. 



Tourism 2020, 30/2108

Table 1. Background of the respondents

Frequency Percentage
Purpose of the trip

Business 108 13.3
Shopping 288 35.4
Pleasure in any setting 87 10.7
Relaxation in natural setting 226 27.8
Learning about local nature and culture 104 12.8

Number of ecotourism sites visited
One site 670 82.4
2-5 sites 129 15.9
6-10 sites 10 1.2
11-15 sites 4 0.5

Gender 
Male 409 60.1
Female 271 39.9

Age (years)
18-25 13 1.6
26-33 177 21.8
34-41 446 54.9
42-49 146 18.0
≥50 31 3.8

Marital status
Single 334 49.1
Married 333 49.0
Other 13 1.9

Employment
Students 145 27.4
Professional 93 17.5
Business 194 36.6
Other 98 18.5

Origin  
Asia 180 35.4
Africa 38 7.5
Europe 114 22.4
North America 24 4.7
South America 48 9.4
Oceania 104 20.5

Travelling 
Alone 96 18.1
With friend 191 36.1
With colleagues 50 9.5
With family 140 26.5
Other 52 9.8

Number of previous trips to this destination
None 192 41.6
Once 125 27.1
Twice 94 20.4
More than twice 50 10.8
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Table 2. Goodness-of-fit results of second order confirmatory 
factor analysis model 

Goodness-of-fit indices Value 
Chi-square (χ2) 483.331
Degree of Freedom (df) 216
Normed Chi Square (χ2/df) 2.238
Goodness-of-Fit Index (GFI) 0.905
Comparative Fit Index (CFI) 0.935
Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) 0.924
Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) 0.055
Sig. (p) 0.000

Source: authors.

Coefficient alphas for all study variables were above 
the acceptable level of 0.60 (Cavana, Delahaye, Sekaran,
2001) ranging from a minimum of 0.701 to 0.802. Accord- 
ingly, no items were deleted from the presented scales.  
All the variables in this study have values above 0.60.  
In addition, the SEM model fit results indicated a good 
model fit for the sample data since most of the indices  

sufficiently fulfilled their relative recommended thresho- 
lds. Reasonable rules of thumb as suggested by many 
researchers are greater than 0.9 for Normed Fit (NFI), 
Tucker-Lewis (TLI), Comparative Fit (CFI) and Good-
ness fit (GFI) indices. Meanwhile MacCallum, Browne 
and Sugawara (1996) have used 0.01, 0.05, and 0.08 to 
indicate excellent, good, and moderate fit, respectively. 
As exhibited in Figure 1, all of the fit index values were 
more than satisfactory, except for NFI (NFI = 0.890).  
However, Kenny & McCoach (2003) suggested that this 
measurement is not recommended as it affected by the 
number of parameters. Hence, the proposed model is 
assumed to have achieved good fit indices.

Table 1. (cont.)

Frequency Percentage
Type of accommodation 

Hotel 292 57.6
Motel 71 14.0
Guesthouse 75 14.8
Homestay 69 13.6

Length of stay
Less than 3 days 260 49.1
4 days to a week 198 37.4
8 days to 2 weeks 37 7.0
More than 14 days 34 6.4

Been in Malaysia before?
Yes 388 80.2
No 96 19.8

Plan to revisit
Yes 427 84.9

Plan to volunteer on the next visit 
Yes 287 54.2
Plan to make a donation 
Yes 259 48.9

Source: authors.

Figure 1. Structural equation modelling  
of tourist destination loyalty

Source: authors
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11. HYPOTHESES TESTING

Five major hypotheses were developed to be tested by 
the Structural Model. The results of variance estimation 
of CFA are summarised in Table 3. Results indicated 
that the overall structural model explained 45 percent 
of Destination Loyalty Formation (R²=0.45). The path 
analysis showed only three latent variables: Destination  
Image (B=0.17, CR=2.549, p<0.05), Level of Destina- 
tion Knowledge/familiarity (B=0.17, CR=3.527, p<0.01) 
and Travel Motivation (B=0.32, CR=4.678, p<0.01). Thus, 
the results of CFA have successfully supported only H1, 
H2 and H5 (Table 4). 

Table 3. Regression weight of the structural model

Variables Estimate CR Sig.

Loyalty 
(R2 = 0.45) 

Destination image (H1) 0.168 2.459 0.014
Destination knowledge/
familiarity (H2) 0.174 3.257 0.001

Information search 
behaviour (H3) 0.035 0.596 0.551

Level of involvement 
(H4) 0.094 1.601 0.109

Travel motivation (H5) 0.320 4.678 0.000

Source: authors.

Table 4. Hypothesis testing results

Hypotheses Results
H1: Ecotourists’ destination image can 

influence their ecotourism destination 
loyalty.

Supported

H2: Ecotourists’ destination knowledge 
can influence their destination loyalty. Supported

H3: Ecotourists’ information search be-
haviour can influence their destination 
loyalty.

Not supported

H4: Ecotourists’ level of involvement can 
influence their destination loyalty Not Supported

H5: Ecotourists’ travel motivations can 
influence their loyalty. Supported

Source: authors.

12. DISCUSSION

This study admittedly offers little theoretical contri-
bution as it could not find any support for contentions 
on the relationships between destination loyalty with 
travel motivations, image, information search, and in-
volvement as found in past studies (for example Castro, 
Armario, Ruiz, 2007; Chen, Gursoy, 2001; Chen, Tsai, 

2007; Chi, 2011; Chi, Qu, 2008; Gursoy, Gavcar, 2003; 
Gursoy, McCleary, 2004a, 2004b; Havitz, Dimanche, 
1999; Konecnik, Gartner, 2007; Yoon, Uysal, 2005). On 
the other hand, it does offer some managerial impli-
cations that could be used by destination marketing 
managers working in a similar context. For example, it 
found that ecotourists’ level of involvement can influ-
ence their destination image. The managerial implica-
tion of this is that destination managers must formulate 
various interesting and meaningful activities that eco- 
tourists could engage in during their visit so they could 
perceive better image of the destination which could in-
fluence their future travel decision. This is because past 
studies have found that a positive destination image 
can influence a tourist’s visit decision (O’Leary, Deegan, 
2005) and that a positive and favourable one is likely 
to influence their desire to visit the destination (Laws, 
Scott, Parfitt, 2002). In short, active involvement of eco-
tourists in their first visit can influence their destination 
image. Destination managers need to make ecotourists 
feel involved during their stay to the extent that the 
destination characteristics are linked with ecotourists’ 
personal values and goals (Chen, Li, Chen, 2013) so 
that they will feel that the destination has “personal  
relevance” (Zaichkowsky, 1985) to them. If this is 
achieved, ecotourists’ positive experience will likely 
lead to positive destination image and influence their 
future decisions to revisit. 

Another managerial implication that could be drawn 
from the finding is that there is a positive relationship 
between ecotourists’ information search behaviour and 
their level of familiarity or knowledge about a destina-
tion. Perhaps oversea ecotourism destinations are per-
ceived as a complex product with greater risk that make 
people engage in more searches (Ramkissoon, Nunkoo, 
2008). If this were true, then ecotourists are more likely 
to utilize external information search (Chen, Gursoy, 
2000; Fodness, Murray, 1998; Ramkissoon, Nunkoo, 
2008). One managerial implication of this is evident: 
destination managers should leverage on ecotourists’ 
information search behaviour by presenting interest-
ing, positive images. Since tourists are often pulled by 
destination attributes that are expected to provide them 
satisfaction (Prebensen, Woo, Chen, Uysal, 2013), en-
hanced destination knowledge will contribute towards 
a future motivation to visit. 

Finally, the finding that there is a significant rela-
tionship between ecotourists’ motivations and their 
involvement implies that destination managers must 
develop strategies that could enhance both push and 
pull factors (Gavcar, Gursoy, 2002) and influence travel 
motivations. While the push factors may not be so easy 
to manipulate, destination managers/marketeers can 
still try to ensure that the destination attributes (pull 
factors) are positively perceived and valued by travel-
lers (Yoon, Uysal, 2005). They need to make ecotourists 
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feel more involved because being involved means feel- 
ing that a destination has personal relevance to one’s 
own goals and values. This feeling is important to culti-
vate because it could influence information processing 
and decision making (Fatima, Razzaque, 2013) which 
can lead to positive destination image. 

13. CONCLUSIONS

In conclusion, this study has attempted to look at the 
influence of several destination loyalty antecedents 
simultaneously with the intention to see the bigger 
picture as not many past studies have focused on 
a combination and offers new information for desti-
nation managers on how to manage destination loyalty  
within their work context. Hence the findings have 
industrial relevance and could be found useful by 
destination managers. 

Admittedly this study has many limitations that can 
and should be addressed by future researchers who 
should try to replicate the study to find linear relation-
ships between the selected antecedents and destination 
loyalty within their respective study contexts by perfect- 
ing the sampling strategies to get better or bigger sam-
ple to enable better analyses. In addition, they could en-
gage in a qualitative or mixed-method approach to get 
more meaningful results. A mixed method approach  
for this study could help answer not only the ‘what’ 
questions but also the ‘why’ questions to enhance un-
derstanding on the issue. In addition, future studies 
should focus on both domestic and international eco-
tourists to see if differences exist between them. Finally, 
it is recommended that future studies use a longitudinal 
approach to generate results that could be better than 
the cross-sectional one that this study offers. 

ENDNOTE

1 This project was made possible by Fundamental Research 
Grant Scheme (FRGS, code SO 12946) awarded by the Ministry 
of Higher Education Malaysia.
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