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Abstract

Recently, there has been a growing trend in destination management
in tourism to encourage individuals to engage in environmentally
supportive behaviors. In this study, the dimensions of visitors'
environmental engagement (affection, activation, and cognitive
processing) mediate the relationship  between perceived
environmental quality and pro-environmental behavior, forming a
model. Additionally, the moderating role of visitor type (sport and
non-sport) in these relationships has been examined. The research
population was visitors to a nature-based public park in Sari,
Mazandaran Province. Data from 394 questionnaires were analyzed
using structural equation modeling. The results confirm the mediating
role of cognitive processing (t=3.55, f=0.107) and disconfirm the
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mediating roles of affection (t=1.03, B=0.048) and activation (t=0.006,
B=0). Due to environmental engagement dimensions, it has also been
identified that there is no significant difference between sports and
non-sport visitors in the relationship between perceived
environmental quality and pro-environmental behavior.

Keywords: Nature-Based Destinations, Sport Visitors, Affection,
Activation, Cognitive Processing.

1. Introduction

Many environmental problems are rooted in human behavior and
nature (Gifford, 2014). For this reason, humans must achieve a proper
understanding of their relationship with nature (Tanveer et al., 2024).
This issue is considered part of the policy of expanding pro-
environmental behaviors (Uralovich et al.,, 2023). Pursuing pro-
environmental behavior among tourists and visitors is the focus of
destination sustainability (Li & Wu, 2019). Pro-environmental
behaviors try to cause the most minor damage to the environment or
create benefits for the environment (Steg & Vlek, 2009). Enhancing
pro-environmental behavior among tourists in developing countries is
critical to achieving sustainable tourism actions (Gupta et al., 2022;
Liu et al.,, 2019). Therefore, the pro-environmental behavior of
tourists, especially sports tourists (sport consumers), has recently been
recognized as a field of interest for researchers (Morfoulaki et al.,
2023). Therefore, it is essential to determine the essential drivers of
tourist pro-environmental behavior (Liu et al., 2019).

The interaction of tourists with natural resources and nature is a
crucial motivation to strengthen pro-environmental behavior (Mayer
& Frantz, 2004). Indeed, when people understand the earth as a
community and home, they feel that they are a part of it and behave
with respect towards the environment (Leopold, 1986). The
environmental engagement of visitors or tourists is defined as unique
and dynamic connections and interactions with the destination
environment (Hollebeek et al., 2014). When visitors engage with the
destination’s environment, a profound psychological and emotional
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engagement with nature will likely be created, promoting pro-
environmental behavior (Barbaro & Pickett, 2016; Mayer & Frantz,
2004). Also, tourism, a dirty and untidy environment of a tourist
destination, can lead to more non-ecological phenomena, such as
littering and trampling of grasslands, potentially preventing
environmentally supportive actions (Lang et al., 2010). The perceived
environment quality, as tourists’ first impression of the destination,
can play a crucial role in shaping their pro-environmental behaviors.
Based on the above discussions, the present study has modeled and
evaluated the bond between perceived environment quality,
dimensions of environmental engagement of visitors, and pro-
environmental behavior of visitors of nature-based parks.
Furthermore, it has been investigated whether the type of visitor, both
sports and non-sport, has a moderating role in these interactions and
interconnections.

2. Methodology

The current research is applied in terms of purpose and descriptive
survey in terms of the nature and method of collection. The statistical
population of the research included all visitors of a nature-based
public park (Melal Park of Sari) in the city of Sari, located in
Mazandaran Province, during the three months of spring. The
sampling method was done using simple random access. All items
were measured with a seven-point Likert scale (1=strongly disagree to
agree, 7=strongly). The questionnaire was distributed in presence and
online. Five hundred questionnaires were distributed among visitors,
and 424 were returned. Thirty incomplete cases were removed. The
remaining 394 questionnaires were used for data analysis. Structural
equation modeling (SEM) was utilized to test the hypotheses. The
Partial Least Squares (PM-PLS) approach was used to evaluate the
structural equation model and to analyze the findings. Analysis was
performed with PLS Smart version four.
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3. Results

For the first hypothesis, the survey results indicated that the mediating
role of environmental affection in the relationship between perceived
environmental quality and pro-environmental behavior was not
confirmed. Similarly, for the second hypothesis, the mediating role of
environmental activation in the relationship between environmental
quality and pro-environmental behavior was also not confirmed.
However, for the third hypothesis, the mediating role of
environmental cognitive processes in the relationship between
perceived environmental quality and pro-environmental behavior was
confirmed. Furthermore, the type of visitor (sport and non-sport) did
not moderate the mediating role of environmental cognitive processes
in the relationship between perceived environmental quality and pro-
environmental behavior.

4. Discussion and Conclusion

Based on the results of the first, second, and third hypotheses, it can
be suggested to the managers of nature-based destinations that one
strategy to enhance pro-environmental behaviors of visitors is to
improve the perceived quality of the park's appearance. High-quality
appearance can engage park visitors on a mental and intellectual
(cognitive) level. This engagement can encourage individuals to make
pro-environmental decisions. Contrary to the public imagination, the
results of the fourth, fifth, and sixth hypotheses recommend that
managers of nature-based destinations should be aware that there is no
difference between individuals who visit nature-based parks for sport
and non-sport purposes in terms of forming pro-environmental
behavior by improving the park's appearance quality through
interaction and connection with the park environment.

For future research, the number of times individuals visit the park may
influence pro-environmental behavior. Additionally, it is clear that
sports visitors go to the park with different goals, such as health,
vitality, or escaping from routine life. Therefore, it is recommended
to consider the role of different goals of sports visitors in the formation
of pro-environmental behavior.
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