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Abstract: This study explores the relationship
between tourists’ sustainability cognition,
perceptions of destination sustainability
(environmental, social, and governance
dimensions), and tourist satisfaction, with
perceived value of sustainable tourism as a
mediating variable. To collect data, a
structured questionnaire was administered to
341 tourists visiting the Qixingyan Scenic
Area in Zhaoqing, China. For analyzing the
proposed relationships and the mediation
effects within the research framework, the
Structural Equation Modeling (SEM)
technique was employed. Results revealed
that while sustainable cognition had no direct
impact on tourist satisfaction, it exerted a

significant indirect effect through
environmental, social, and governance
perceptions, with social perception

demonstrating the strongest mediating role.
The total indirect effect was statistically
significant (total effect = 0.240, p < 0.001).
Additionally, the assessments for common
method bias lent further credence to the
study's outcomes. These findings highlight the
importance of ESG practices in enhancing
tourists’ perceived value and satisfaction. The
study offers practical implications for tourism
managers aiming to foster sustainable

development through targeted ESG initiatives.
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1. Introduction
Sustainable development is a crucial issue in the
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contemporary world. Given the pivotal role of
the tourism sector in economic growth, social
progress, and environmental conservation, the
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development
advocates for a balanced approach that promotes
harmonious coexistence of humanity and nature.
China has progressively prioritized sustainable
development within its national policy
framework, with a particular focus on ecological
and environmental conservation. Recent
directives underscore the importance of
respecting, conforming to, and safeguarding
nature, establishing ecological redlines, and
advancing green and low-carbon development.
These policies advocate for a balanced approach
between economic growth and ecological
preservation, the deepening of environmental
information disclosure reforms, and the
incorporation of ESG (Environmental, Social,
and Governance) assessments into the national
framework for building a Beautiful China.
Within this policy context, the strategic
significance of sustainable tourism development
has become increasingly prominent.

Initial scholarly investigations predominantly
centered on establishing the foundational
framework and core concepts of sustainable
tourism!!-?), laying the theoretical foundation for
its development. As research has progressed, the
scope of sustainable tourism has expanded. Its
impacts on the environment, society, and
economy have garnered increasing attention.
The roles of governments and non-governmental
organizations in sustainable tourism have also
come into focusPl. Some scholars have
developed sustainable tourism indicators for
community tourism management, emphasizing
the importance of effective communication and
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management for tourist satisfaction!*),

With the increasing demands for high-quality
tourism experiences and growing environmental
awareness among tourists, balancing tourism
development with environmental protection,
social welfare, and good corporate governance
has become an urgent issue for the tourism
industry. According to the 2024 Sustainable
Development Goals Report, current progress is
far below the level required to achieve the
sustainable development goals. Without large-
scale investment and expanded actions, these
goals will remain out of reachPl. ESG is an
important indicator for assessing corporate
sustainability and enhancing investor trust!®),
Tourists' values may also play a moderating role
in sustainable tourism cognition and behavior!”l,
Therefore, it is essential to further explore how
tourists’ cognition of sustainable tourism
(environmental, social, and  corporate
governance aspects) affects their satisfaction and
how perceived value influences this relationship.
A thorough examination of these issues will
enhance the comprehension of sustainable
tourism cognition, construct a linkage model
between ESG (Environmental, Social, and
Governance) factors and tourist satisfaction,
scrutinize the mediating function of perceived
value, augment the theoretical framework of
sustainable tourism, and offer novel viewpoints
and assessment frameworks. Additionally, this
research can offer decision-making support for
tourism destination managers, optimize resource
allocation, guide tourism enterprises in
implementing responsible strategies, enhance
their image and competitiveness, assist tourism
service providers in improving experiences and
increasing loyalty, promote tourism market
innovation, and drive the diversification and
personalization of tourism products. This
research endeavors to meticulously explore how
tourism destinations' performance across three
key dimensions—Environmental, Social, and
Governance (ESG)—impacts tourists'
sustainable ~ cognition  and  satisfaction.
Additionally, it delves into the mediating role of
tourists' perceived value in the relationship
between sustainable tourism cognition and
satisfaction. This research is not only committed
to uncovering the intrinsic links between tourists'
sustainable cognition, perceived value, and
satisfaction but also aims to provide strategic
guidance for achieving more sustainable and
high-quality tourism experiences, thereby

http://www.stemmpress.com

positioning the tourism industry as a vital force
in realizing the global sustainable development
goals.

2. Literature Review

2.1 Sustainable Tourism

The concept of sustainable tourism development
was first introduced at the 1990 Canadian
International Conference on Tourism,
emphasizing that tourism should be integrated
with nature, culture, and the human environment,
maintaining a balanced relationship. Tourism
development should not disrupt this equilibrium.
In 1992, the Agenda 21 proposed national
sustainable development strategies, calling for
countries to incorporate economic, social, and
environmental goals into their national action
plans’l.  In 1997, the World Tourism
Organization and others jointly developed the
"Global Code of Ethics for Tourism," initiating
the implementation of sustainable development
strategies in the global tourism industry®l. The
“Agenda 21 on tourism” defines "sustainable
tourism development" as "meeting the needs of
present tourists and host regions while protecting
and enhancing future opportunities." Agyeiwaah
and Zhao have emphasized that sustainable
tourism involves developing tourism activities in
a manner that balances economic, social, and
environmental dimensions. This approach
ensures the rational utilization of resources and
effective environmental protection, thereby
promoting long-term sustainability within the
tourism sector’”. It is evident that sustainable
tourism serves as a developmental paradigm
focused on reducing adverse effects while
maximizing beneficial outcomes. This model is
dedicated to establishing tourism practices that
fulfill  present-day  requirements  without
diminishing the capacity of future generations to
satisfy their own needs.

Budeanu examined the impacts and significance
of sustainable tourism and discussed the
responsibilities of tour operators from the
perspective of tourism business owners!!l,
Mowforth and Munt summarized the technical
methods for analyzing and managing sustainable
tourism development(!'!l, Wight argued that
sustainable tourism development has three major
goals: environmental, economic, and sociall'?l,
Therefore, it is worth exploring the development
of sustainable tourism through multiple
dimensions.
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2.2 Sustainable Tourism Cognition

Foreign scholars have defined the concept of
tourism cognition by drawing on the
psychological explanation of cognition. Holt
pointed out that cognition is a widespread
phenomenon that includes processes such as
perception, judgment, learning, and concept
formation!3l. Anderson, from a psychological
perspective, argued that cognition is the process
through which people recognize and understand
something through perception, memory, and
information processing!'¥l. Gnoth, based on the
concepts of attitude and cognition in
behaviorism, noted that tourism cognition
reflects tourism experiences and knowledge,
which in turn promotes the formation of related
value systems!’3l. Through a review of the
literature, it is evident that foreign scholars have
primarily approached tourism cognition from a
psychological standpoint, offering insights
tailored to their specific research contexts.
Domestic scholars consider "cognition" as the
activity of human recognition, which is the
processing of external information!'®), You
pointed out that tourism cognition encompasses
the recognition of objects and people in the
tourism process!!”.

Some scholars have divided cognition into two
dimensions: positive impact cognition and
negative impact cognition. They concluded that
positive  perceptions of the economic,
environmental, and cultural impacts of tourism
lead to residents' satisfaction and support for
local tourism development!'®!°l. Wu and Hong
studied ecotourism cognition from five
dimensions: environmental awareness, nature-
based, sustainable operation, environmental
education and interpretation, and benefit
feedback?”.  Since  sustainable  tourism
encompasses ecotourism, the measurement
dimensions of ecotourism cognition can also be
applied to sustainable tourism cognition. Cao
explored community residents' cognition of
agro-ecotourism  from eleven  variables,
including natural and community
environments?'l, In addition, Beerli and Martin
divided tourism cognition into nine dimensions,
including natural resources, political and
economic factors, and social environment!?2!.

2.3 Perceived Value of Tourists
Most scholars define the perceived value of
tourists as a form of evaluation. Stevens posited
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that the perceived value of tourists stems from
their assessment of the quality and standards of
tourism products and services encountered at a
particular destination!>*). He also suggested that
perceived value is the outcome obtained by
tourists after comparing the economic costs and
time invested in the tourism process with the
actual tourism experiences gained. Huang and
Huang defined perceived value as a
comprehensive evaluation of  tourists'
expectations, that is, the result of a
comprehensive assessment of the attributes of
tourism  products compared with their
expectations!?¥, he perceived value of tourists is
a multi-dimensional concept that encompasses
not only direct appraisals of tourism products
and services but also the overall experience of
various factors throughout the tourism process,
as well as the extent to which expectations are
fulfilled. This perceived value directly
influences the appeal and competitiveness of a
tourism destination and stands as a crucial factor
in fostering sustainable tourism development.

2.4 Tourist Satisfaction

Oliver argued that expectations are the key
indicators for assessing satisfaction, and the
perceived quality of tourists refers to the value
they truly experience during their travel?3,
Domestic scholar Li believed that "tourist
satisfaction" is of inestimable importance to a
tourism enterprise, and the fundamental criterion
for measuring the marketing performance of a
tourism  enterprise  should be  tourist
satisfaction!?®.  He suggested that tourist
satisfaction, as a psychological phenomenon,
originates from the fulfillment of needs. The
core of satisfaction level lies in the discrepancy
between perceived effects and expectations,
which can be characterized as a difference
function. To sum up, tourist satisfaction denotes
the psychological condition that emerges during
the travel experience, stemming from a
comparison between tourists' expectations and
the actual service quality or perceived value they
encounter. It reflects the extent to which their
needs are satisfied. It is the core indicator for
evaluating the performance of tourism
enterprises, directly  affecting  tourists'
willingness to revisit and their evaluation of the
destination, and is influenced by a combination
of factors.

Some scholars have found that cognitive image,
emotional image, and overall image together
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constitute the destination image perceived by
young tourists?’l. Research has indicated that
there is a positive correlation between the image
of a tourist destination and tourists' perceived
value, satisfaction, and loyalty. Moreover,
perceived value positively influences
satisfaction!?®l. Ruyter et al. validated the
influence of customer perceived value on
satisfaction within their study®”. The level of
social cognition of tourists affects the formation
of tourist satisfaction*’l. Additional researchers
have employed structural equation modeling to
illustrate that psychological factors affecting
tourists' cognition significantly and positively
influence their satisfaction and behavioral
intentionsP'32. The cognitive and sensory
experiences of tourists exert a substantial
influence on their overall satisfaction[**,

3. Research Design

3.1 Research Framework and Hypotheses

This study synthesizes the existing literature on
sustainable tourism and tourists' perceived value,
drawing on arguments from various fields
regarding the relationship between the two.
Based on this, we have developed a research
model that positions perceived value as the
independent variable, satisfaction as the
dependent variable, and sustainable cognition as
the mediating variable, which is depicted in
Figure 1. Grounded in the literature review and
research framework, the following hypotheses
are formulated:

H1: Tourists' sustainable cognition positively
influences their satisfaction.

H2: Tourists' sustainable cognition positively
influences their perceived value.

H3: Tourists' sustainable perception positively
influences their satisfaction.

H4: Tourists' sustainable perception of tourism
acts as a mediating factor between sustainable
cognition and satisfaction.

Sustainability Perception

®  Environmental Perception
®  Zocial Perception

® Covernance Perception

Tourist satistaction

A J

Sustainable cognition

Figure 1. Research Framework

3.2 Questionnaire and Sampling

This study formulated the sustainability
awareness and  sustainability  perception
questions based on the destination criteria of the
Global Sustainable Tourism Council®, Tourist
satisfaction items were constructed based on
Rolph E.'s satisfaction questionnairel**)., the
sampling location is the Qixingyan Scenic Area
in Zhaoqing City, Guangdong Province, and data
collection ~ was  conducted through a
questionnaire survey from July, 2024. A total of
341 valid questionnaires were collected in this
study.

4. Data Analysis

4.1 Common Method Variance (CMV)

Common method variance (CMV), also known
as common method bias (CMB), refers to
systematic errors that arise in research due to the
common source or timing of measurement
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methods. Such errors can affect the relationships
between variables and lead to biased research
results®®l. In this research, Harman's single-
factor test was utilized to evaluate common
method variance (CMV). As suggested by Pee et
al. and Shiau & Luo, when a single factor
accounts for over 50% of the variance, it signals
a potential risk of common method biast3738l,
The analysis revealed that the four factors in this
study collectively accounted for 56.541% of the
total variance. The largest single factor
contributed 35.45% to the variance (ranging
from 4.469% to 35.45%), with no general factor
exceeding 50%. This indicates that common
method bias is not likely to be a significant
concern in this dataset.

4.2 Measurement Model Assessment

In this study, Smart PLS 4.1 was used to conduct
the measurement model test, according to
previous research recommendations, internal
consistency reliability department in the
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construct reliability Cronbach’sais preferably
more than .7, Composite Reliability (CR) is also
recommended to be greater than .7, preferably
not less than .6, individual topic reliability needs
to ensure that the topic factor The factor
loadings of the analyses need to exceed .5, and
some scholars have suggested that a minimum
of .6 represents better topic reliability and is
significant (p < .01)3%%; for the validity
measure, the Average Variance Extracted (AVE)
should be greater than or equal to 0.5, which
means good convergent validity™*!#2l; in the
discriminant  validity test section, Kline
suggested checking whether AVE for each
construct is greater than the AVE between it and
the other constructs!*}]. The results indicated that
the average variance extracted (AVE) for each
construct exceeded the correlation coefficients

Additionally, the Heterotrait-Monotrait ratio
(HTMT) analysis showed that the correlation
coefficients for all constructs were below the
recommended threshold of .85, The results of
this study are shown in the table below, which
reveals that the factor loadings for all items
ranged between .7 and .8. The reliability
coefficients were found to be between .8 and .9,
while the composite reliabilities exceeded .9.
Moreover, the average variance extracted (AVE)
values were all greater than .5; the discriminant
validity results, as illustrated in Table 1,
conformed to both the Fornell and Larcker
criterion and the Heterotrait-Monotrait ratio
(HTMT)  criteria, confirming that the
measurement model constructs were valid.
Details of the measurement model constructs
and item analyses are provided in Table 2.

between that construct and the others.
Table 1. Differential Validity Analysis
Fornell and LarcKer Sustainability | Governance . . |Environmental| Social
. . . Satisfaction . !
criterion Perception Perception Perception | Perception
Sustainability Perception 0.771
Governance Perception 0.396 0.839
Tourist Satisfaction 0.240 0.506 0.786
Environmental Perception 0.439 0.529 0.461 0.843
Social Perception 0.381 0.640 0.522 0.564 0.842
HTMT
Sustainability Perception
Governance Perception 0.421
Tourist Satisfaction 0.254 0.547
Environmental Perception 0.460 0.572 0.486
Social Perception 0.407 0.713 0.569 0.613

Table 2. Measurement Model

Configuration
,_|Composite
Composition Cronbach’s reliability |AVE
Alpha
(tho a)
Sustainable
cognition (SC) 0.957 0.961 10.595
Sustainable
Environment 0.932 0.945 0.711
Perception (SEP)
Sustainable Social
Perception (SSP) 0.897 0.924 10.709
Sustainable
Governance 0.895 0.922 10.703
Perception (SGP)
Tourist
Satisfaction (TS) 0.922 0.935 10.617

4.3 Structural Model Analysis
Based on the above analysis of the reliability
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and validity of the measurement model, the
results are presented in Table 3. First, in the
path coefficient part, all of them have a
significant effect except for the sustainability
perception which is not significant on
satisfaction; second, in the explanatory power
analysis, Chin used the explanatory variance
indicator (R?) which is greater than .66 or more
of having a practical value, around .33
indicating a moderate explanatory power,
and .19 indicating a weak explanatory power
[44]as can be seen from Table 3, the model of
this study explains governance perception
(.157), environmental perception (.193) with
governance perception (.145), as well as0.346
of the satisfaction variance, which has a weak
to moderate explanatory power. Furthermore,
to measure the influence of exogenous
variables on endogenous variables, past
scholars have used the > value as a criterion
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and proposed three tiers of criteria, namely, .02
for low influence, .15 for medium influence,
and .33 for high influence®], Kenny
mentioned that Aguinis et al. found that the
average effect value of past influence is 0.009,
so it is proposed that the more feasible criteria
of .005 (low), .01 (medium) and .025 (high) to
refer to the impact of this study in the table
belowl*®#]. From the table below, it can be
seen that the impact of this study is
between .036 and .239, which has a certain

degree of influence; lastly, it is the predictive
power index, and past scholars have used the
Q? value (predictive accuracy index) as a
judgment, and proposed that as long as the Q?
value is greater than 0, it means that the
variable has the ability of prediction, and the
larger the value means that the predictive
relevance is stronger 43491 The Q? values in
this study ranged from 0.101 to 0.208,
respectively, which have some predictive
power

Table 3. Indirect Effect Verification

Indicator items |Path coefficient|Standard Error, T f? VIF R’ o’
SC--SGP 0.396 0.054 7.311"" | 0.186 1.000 157 .106
SC--SEP 0.439 0.052 8.406™" | 0.239 1.000 .193 132
SC--SSP 0.381 0.056 6.836"" | 0.170 1.000 .145 101

SC--TS -0.048 0.051 0.933 0.003 1.309
SGP -- TS 0.248 0.077 3.238" 0.050 1.863 346 208
SEP -- TS 0.199 0.073 2.730" 0.036 1.683 ' '
SSP -- TS 0.269 0.082 3.287" 0.057 1.941

4.4 Hypothesis Testing

This study primarily investigates whether
sustainable perception mediates the
relationship between sustainable cognition and
satisfaction. The results show that the direct
effect of sustainable cognition on satisfaction
is insignificant. However, the indirect effects
of sustainable cognition on satisfaction through
the mediating variables of governance
perception, environmental perception, and
social perception are all significant. The total
effect is 0.240, which is also significant.
According to the mediation testing method
proposed by Zhao et al. %, the mediation in
this study is classified as full mediation (Table
4).

Table 4. Intermediation Assumptions and

Effects Analysis
. Effect | Standard
Direct effect Size Error t | p
SC--ST -0.048 | 0.051 ]0.9330.351
Indirect effect -
SC--SGP--ST | 0.098 0.033  3.0000.003
SC--SSP--ST | 0.103 0.036  [2.8320.005
SC--SEP--ST | 0.088 0.034 [2.5430.011
Total effect -
SC--ST | 0240 | 0.057 14.2090.000

5. Conclusions

This study, with sustainable tourism perception
as the mediating variable, has deeply explored
the relationship between sustainable cognition
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of tourism destinations and tourist satisfaction.
The results show that sustainable tourism
cognition does not significantly affect tourist
satisfaction, which is inconsistent with some
previous studies. The insignificant effect may
be due to tourists' inaccurate sustainable
tourism cognition or the lack of sufficient
information on sustainable practices at tourism
destinations, limiting their ability to form
satisfaction evaluations based on cognition.
Furthermore, according to the mediation
testing method proposed by Zhao et al.,
sustainable tourism perception fully mediates
the relationship between tourists' cognition and
satisfaction. Tourists' sustainable cognition
indirectly affects satisfaction through their
perceptions of the environmental, social, and
governance  performance of  tourism
destinations. Although enhancing tourists'
sustainable cognition does not directly improve
satisfaction, it can indirectly increase it.

Even though tourists' sustainable cognition has
no direct impact on satisfaction, it can
indirectly influence subsequent behavioral
intentions  through mediating variables.
Therefore, scenic areas or governments should
focus on shaping tourists' sustainable tourism
cognition, such as through the Internet and
multimedia dissemination. Moreover, the
results of this study show that sustainable
cognition has a significant indirect effect on
satisfaction through the mediating variables of
governance, environmental, and social
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perception, with social perception having the
greatest impact. Thus, scenic areas should
strengthen facility construction and promote a
sustainable atmosphere, such as promoting
local specialty foods, improving barrier-free
facilities, and providing multilingual signposts,
to enhance tourists' sustainable cognition and,
in turn, improve their satisfaction through the
perception of the tourism destination.

Of course, this study still has some limitations.
First, the questionnaire survey in this study
includes both online and offline parts, with the
online questionnaire mainly filled out by
students who have visited Qixingyan. This
limits the diversity of the sample and may
affect the generalizability of the results.
Additionally, although statistical methods were
used to reduce measurement errors during the
analysis, biases may still occur. Future studies
should consider expanding the age distribution
of the sample and increasing the sample size to
reduce research bias. In terms of research
methods, a mixed-methods approach could be
adopted, such as measuring cognition and
perception first and incorporating other

methods like importance-performance analysis.

Results could be enriched by interviewing
tourists and scenic area staff to fill the
theoretical gap in the research on sustainable
cognition and perception in the tourism field.
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