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Abstract: Tourist demand is very diverse and there are many alternatives for segmentation, with 

even basic demographic factors not only effectively discriminating in some markets but serving as a 

valuable starting point for creating market segmentation methods. Against this perspective, this 

study aims to provide a deeper analysis into whether and how socio-demographic factors, in terms 

of nationality, age, gender, and education explain tourists’ place attachment, in terms of place 

dependence, place identity, and sense of belonging, both online and onsite activity involvement, 

recommendation and revisit intentions, and environmentally responsible behavior (ERB) toward a 

cultural Italian destination. Data were collected from 384 tourists participating in a cultural heritage 

tourism experience. Descriptive statistics were analyzed and reported, and a series of ANOVAs were 

performed using SPSS to analyze possible differences among nationality, age, gender, and education, 

regarding the variables of interest. According to the literature, factors that may affect tourists' 
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perceptions include socio-demographic data. However, current research on cultural tourism lacks an 

in-depth investigation of the relationships between various socio-demographic factors and tourists’ 

perceptions and behavior. While studies have looked at how these elements affect marketing in 

general, more data is still required to forecast cultural visitors’ feelings of attachment, involvement, 

intention, and environmental behavior toward a cultural destination. Results highlight that tourists 

of an Italian cultural destination have varying levels of education, age, and gender, and are partly 

represented by foreign visitors. Findings mainly confirm that the variables of interest can be 

influenced by the socio-demographic characteristics of tourists, with a major impact coming from 

nationality, age, and education. Moreover, they showed that the main differences were recorded for 

place identity, sense of belonging, onsite and online activity involvement, revisit intention, and 

responsible behavior, with only nationality and age respectively affecting place identity and 

recommendation intention. 

Keywords: Cultural tourism, Place attachment, Activity involvement, Intentions, Environmentally 

responsible behavior, Socio-demographics 

JEL Codes: M2; M3 

 

1. Introduction 

Prior to COVID-19, global tourism had been expanding quickly for several years and emerged as a 

major force in global trade to such an extent that, since the late 1990s, the number of destinations 

generating $1 billion or more in US dollars from foreign tourism had nearly doubled and in 2019 

tourism injected $8.9 trillion into the global economy (UNESCO, 2021). Businesses experienced a 

sudden and extraordinary disruption due to the COVID-19 epidemic as policymakers limited the flow of 

people worldwide (Temperini et al., 2022). Tourism has historically experienced crises (Blake and 

Sinclair 2003; Sönmez et al. 1999), however, the impact of COVID-19 has been more tragic than any 

previous crisis in recent memory, at least from an economic perspective (Hall et al. 2020; UNWTO 

2021). As a result, the crisis has raised fresh concerns about how the travel and tourism sector is reacting 

to and recovering from this crisis and, eventually, how it will change as a socio-economic activity in our 

society (Gretzel et al., 2020). The COVID-19 pandemic has opened up to a more environmentally and 

socially conscious global travel market and unprecedented potentialities for slow and proximity tourism 

leading (UNESCO, 2021). 

Social distancing policies, travel restrictions, and ban on public meetings for cultural events all had 

a negative impact on cultural tourism (Mitrică et al., 2022). In this context, restarting cultural tourism, in 

addition to being a major concern for governments around the world, represents critical challenges as 

well as market opportunities for cultural tourism managers. In fact, one of the side effects of the 

pandemic is the need for sustainable, calm, quiet, and safe spaces, leading to a search for a new “slow 

living” lifestyle, representing a valuable chance for cultural tourism (Rodríguez-Vázquez et al., 2023). 

Although no real consensus on the definition of cultural tourism and cultural tourists exists (among 

others: Hughes, 1996; Ashworth & Tunbridge, 2000; Cuccia & Rizzo, 2011), it can reasonably state that 

a tourist's primary objective in engaging in cultural tourism is not just to consume but also, to learn 

about, explore, and experience both tangible and intangible cultural attractions and products in a travel 
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location (Richards, 2018).  

Cultural tourists typically have a larger budget to spend on local high-quality goods rather than on 

mass-manufactured ones, participate in arts-related activities, and visit museums, monuments, and 

historical sites, thus making cultural tourism a tool for differentiating the country's tourism product and 

reduce seasonality (Vergori & Arima, 2020). Market data reveal a total expenditure of 16.1 billion euros 

in 2019 which decreased to 3.3 in 2021 and 115.2 million overnight stays against 23.9 million in 2021 

(Eagan, 2023). By looking at these data, we entail the central role of cultural tourism in driving 

economic growth in the tourism sector and the urgency to return and outweigh pre-pandemic levels. 

Cultural tourism, being one of the fastest-growing segments of the tourism industry and accounting for 

an estimated 40% of all tourism worldwide (UNESCO, 2021), is a powerful element of attraction that 

can function as a locomotive of tourist demand. Also in Italy, the cultural products are a point of strength 

of the tourist offer, capable of attracting a large number of tourists, internationally known, representing 

the strategic offer segment for the entire tourist system of the Country (Assoturismo-Confesercenti, 

2022). However, it is necessary to identify the key elements that allow for understanding the potential of 

cultural tourism and its response to the demands of new post-pandemic tourist behavior (Rodríguez-

Vázquez et al., 2023). Within this scenario, cultural tourism has attracted greater interest from 

researchers (Cerquetti and Romagnoli, 2022; Carreira et al., 2022; Du Cros and McKercher, 2020; 

Richards, 2018). Research seeks to understand why people engage in cultural tourism through studies of 

motivation and related factors such as satisfaction and loyalty (Richards, 2018), authenticity and 

destination image (Carreira et al., 2022).  

Heritage, and especially the destination of ‘World Heritage Sites’ (WHS), being one of the 

fundaments of cultural tourism, is where most of research is focused on (Richards, 2018). Literature 

comparing cultural and non-cultural tourists, through a series of socio-economic-demographic variables, 

highlights that a “new cultural tourism” is emerging in Italy, and that demographic aspects (i.a., age and 

education) are often stereotypes deeply rooted in the literature or variables taken for granted (Tangeland 

et al., 2013) than empirically confirmed propositions (Vergori & Arima, 2020). Due to their ability to 

facilitate understanding, managing, and promoting a destination and/or facility, as well as discriminating 

well in certain markets (Mohsin, 2008), socio-demographic variables are of major importance for 

stakeholders of tourism including the research communities (Gössling et al. 2020; Hall et al. 2020; 

Jamal and Budke 2020), especially in light of their use in market segmentation strategies (Weaver et al., 

1994). Against this background, the present study aims at integrating socio-demographic characteristics 

as independent variables (exogenous variables) and perceptions and intentions toward a cultural 

destination as dependent variables (endogenous variables). We fall within the scope of cultural heritage 

tourism studies (Magliacani e Francesconi, 2022), focusing on an Italian UNESCO WHS (World 

Heritage Site) by attempting to understand which socio-demographic factors help explain tourists’ 

feelings, experiences during their visit, as well as behavioral intentions.  

The study examines variables that signify attachment and involvement to a cultural destination 

because such connections bear significant positive implications for visitors’ behavioral intents, such as 

revisiting and recommending intentions (Dwyer et al. 2019; Amaro & Duarte, 2015). The study also 

covers a topic related to environmental sustainability, with the inclusion of a construct, namely 

Environmentally Responsible Behavior (ERB), which represents the best indicator for sustainable 

tourism in destination management (Kafyri et al., 2012). Specifically, this exploratory research provides 

a deeper analysis into whether and how nationality, age, gender, and education explain tourists’ 

attachment (in the form of place dependence, place identity, and sense of belonging), activity 
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involvement (both online and onsite), recommendation and revisit intentions, and ERB. The paper is 

organized as follows. First, a review of the literature presenting the theoretical background and the 

research questions is provided. In the subsequent section, the methodology is described, followed by 

statistical analyses of the data. Finally, we discuss the findings and propose conclusions, implications, 

and suggested avenues for future research. 

2. Literature review and theoretical framework 

2.1. Socio-demographic characteristics and tourism: a brief overview 

Socio-demographic factors are employed as segmentation criteria for a variety of reasons, 

including their cost effectiveness, simplicity of understanding, and suitability for usage in commercial 

settings, while offering a foundation for deeper, more intricate studies (Tangeland et al., 2013). 

Thus, it comes as no surprise that individuals’ socio-demographic characteristics such as age, 

gender, race, tenure, and education have long been considered important variables in research, especially 

in psychological studies (Zedeck & Cascio, 1984). This line of research has produced findings showing 

that demographic variables are significantly associated with characteristics, perceptions, attitudes, and 

work outcomes (Tsui & O’Really, 1989). In recent tourism literature, researchers have argued that there 

is a relation between individuals’ demographic profiles and the types of travel experiences they seek 

(Goodrich 1980; Weaver et al., 1994). Buckley and Papadopoulos (1986) highlighted that greater 

attention must be paid to the characteristics of visitors when trying to develop a more rational marketing 

strategy: a clear market segment should be identified, and an investigation made of the buying decision 

factors that predominate in that segment with the aim of aligning tourism products with the client profile. 

Since the tourist demand is very diverse and there are innumerable alternatives for segmentation, 

with even basic demographic factors, like age and gender, effectively discriminating in some markets, 

serving as a valuable starting point for creating market segmentation methods (Mitchell & Haggett, 

1997), many are the studies that have focused on the analysis of socio-demographic factors when 

exploring tourists’ attitudes and behaviors. Uysal et al. (1994), in their study of Australian visitors to U.S. 

national parks and natural areas, analyzed demographic characteristics and found that college graduates, 

professionals, and high-income groups have a higher propensity to visit national parks and natural areas. 

In a similar vein, Huang and Xiao (2000) argued that demographic research is important because it has 

the potential to both broaden the understanding of tourist behavior and improve destination management 

and planning. Their research shows that gender differences and professional composition have a 

substantial impact on Changchun leisure travelers' behavior patterns and attraction preferences. A very 

recent study from Yang et al. (2023) examined how demographic factors affect the quality of cultural 

perception and found interesting results from an age, gender, and education perspective. 

Generally speaking, the geographical, demographic, and economic dimensions are important 

research variables to understand the motivation of tourists (Almeida, 2020). More specifically, there are 

many potential differences in the determinant factors affecting perceptions and selection of cultural 

heritage attractions among visitors with different demographic characteristics (Siriphanich, 2007). Based 

on this, the main objective of this study is to analyze how the socio-demographic characteristics of 

tourists influence perceptions and intentions toward a cultural heritage destination. 
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2.2. Tourists’ attachment: place dependence, place identity, and sense of belonging 

To better understand the connections between people and places, as well as to manage and market 

tourist attractions, place attachment has been extensively researched across disciplines (Dwyer et al., 

2019). Place attachment is not only an immediate sensory response but a deeper reflective resonance 

with specific locations (Rishbeth & Powell, 2013). It is a multidimensional construct, with roots in 

environmental psychology and tourism, that captures the complexity of the meanings that both visitors 

and locals attribute to their physical surroundings (Dwyer et al., 2019). Usually, researchers identify two 

main cognitive dimensions of place attachment, namely place identity and place dependence (Chen & 

Dwyer, 2018). More recent works in environmental psychology propose affective attachment as another 

key dimension of place attachment (Hidalgo and Hernández, 2001; Jorgensen and Stedman 2001), 

making belongingness or social bond another dimension of place attachment (Chen & Dwyer, 2018). 

Place dependence is an outcome of the cognitive justification process that involves an individual 

attachment to a place for functional reasons. Generic place-dependent individuals can be attached to 

areas that they have never visited because the area may afford them a unique setting in which to 

accomplish their goals (White et al., 2008). Place identity is an outcome of a cognitive justification 

process that reflects an individual’s personal identity defined in relation to the physical environment, 

influenced by conscious and unconscious ideals, beliefs, preferences, feelings, values, goals, and 

behavioral tendencies and skills (Proshansky, 1978). The sense of belonging is an enduring reaction that 

implies a tourist’s feeling of identification with or attachment to a cultural tourism destination that they 

have visited (Lin et al., 2014). Tourists’ attachment adds value to cultural and heritage tourism and place 

marketing research and is grabbing researchers' and practitioners’ attention because of its potential for 

interpreting behaviors (Chen & Dwyer, 2018). Indeed, attachment has a beneficial impact not only on 

tourists’ willingness to revisit the destination but also on their disposition to promote the place (Dwyer et 

al. 2019). In light of this, we believe it is important to explore how socio-demographic factors affect this 

concept in its cognitive and affective dimensions. Thus, the first research question is: 

 

RQ1.  What differences in place dependence, place attachment, and sense of belonging emerge across 

nationality, age, gender, and education? 

2.3. Tourists' involvement: online and onsite activity involvement 

According to Havitz Dimanche (1997, p. 246), involvement is described as an “unobservable state 

of motivation, arousal or interest towards a product or activity evoked by a stimulus or situation” that 

affects tourist’s perceptions and perceived value (Prebensen et al., 2013). By highlighting both mental 

state and a behavioral process behind involvement, Stone (1984) defined it as the time and/or intensity 

of effort expended in pursuing a particular activity. Kim and Ritchie (2014) noted that involvement can 

have a significant impact on tourism experiences (Forlani, 2018), not only when travelers plan for their 

trips (i.e., planning phase) but also when travelers are at their destinations. Thus, it should not be 

surprising that researchers have agreed that the importance of tourist involvement has increased due to 

its impact on tourists' experiences (Hung et al., 2019;), especially because a higher level of experience 

involvement brings a more memorable and meaningful experience to the consumer (Cioppi et al., 2022; 

Zatori et al., 2018). 

Grounded on Rothschild’s (1984) definition of involvement, the current study defines onsite 
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involvement as a person’s level of interest, emotional attachment, or arousal with both websites and 

social media (Splendiani et al., 2023). Travelers may be more passive or active when they receive 

advertising communication, and limit or expand their processing of this information, depending on their 

level of involvement (Laurent & Kapferer, 1985). As a result, online participation is a helpful tool for 

online travel marketers to adjust to these variances. In the same vein, the influence of onsite activities, 

defined as the extent to which a tourist is interested and engaged in activities hosted by a cultural 

tourism destination (Lee & Chang, 2012), should equally be considered when examining tourists' 

consumption, especially of cultural destinations, which offer a greater number of activities than other 

types of tourism destinations (Hung et al., 2019). If the present tourism literature puts a great emphasis 

on the influence of involvement during the planning phase (Kim & Ritchie, 2014; Lu et al., 2015), 

researchers have also noted that immersion in onsite activities could have a profound impact on tourists' 

actual experiences (Hung et al., 2019). Thus, following Amaro and Duarte (2015), the study focuses its 

attention on the analysis of tourists’ involvement both onsite and online as travelers who feel more 

involved might have different characteristics that could be fruitfully used to target and customize both 

online and offline touristic activities. This leads us to the second research question: 

 

RQ2.  What differences in online activity involvement and onsite activity involvement emerge across 

nationality, age, gender, and education? 

2.4. Tourists’ intentions: revisit and recommend 

Behavioral intention is one of the most important concepts in marketing and consumer behavior, as 

consumers' behavioral intentions for a product or service are likely to translate into actual purchase or 

consumption behaviors (Oliver, 2010), being this the most proximal and salient determinant of their 

actual behaviors (Ajzen, 1991). 

Scholars in heterogeneous contexts agree that the repurchase/revisit and recommendation 

intentions are the two major constituents of behavioral intentions (Choo et al., 2016). From a different 

perspective, repurchase/revisit intentions and recommendations to others are the most commonly used 

measures of loyalty, which is an indicator of long-term satisfaction and interest in a brand or a 

destination (Eusébio & Vieira 2013; Horng et al. 2012). What is certain is that both revisiting and 

recommending intentions are of high relevance in tourism research (Han et al., 2019). When placed in a 

tourist context, behavioral intentions refer to tourists’ willingness or perceived likelihood of engaging in 

revisit and word-of-mouth behaviors for the community-based tourism destination (Han et al., 2019). 

Visitors who perceive a higher value in a holiday destination are more likely to revisit and recommend it 

(Quintal & Polczynski, 2010). As much as customers form post-purchase intentions and engage in 

repurchase or recommendation behaviors based on their appraisal of product/service performance 

(Oliver, 2010), travelers form their revisit and recommending intentions according to their assessment of 

the overall experience. 

Given that boosting visitors’ favorable decisions/behaviors is one of the essential requisites for 

successful sustainable destination development under the competitive market environment, tourism 

companies are invited to pay attention also to tourists’ socio-demographic characteristics in order to 

match them with their value proposals and increase tourists’ motivation (Hassan et al., 2023). Thus the 

third research question is: 
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RQ3.  What differences in revisit intention and recommending intention emerge across nationality, age, 

gender, and education? 

2.5. Environmentally Responsible Behavior 

ERB represents people’s environmental concerns, beliefs, and ecological knowledge concerning 

the 

reduction of environmental problems (Chiu et al., 2014), and reflects actions to minimize negative 

impacts on the environment (Lin & Lee, 2020; Lee & Jan, 2015). The term is used interchangeably with 

“ecological/environmental/sustainable behavior” or “environmentally concerned or significant behavior” 

(Lee et al., 2013).  

Tourists, either consciously or unconsciously, might add to environmental destruction, for example 

by picking flowers (Chang, 2010); interfering with wildlife (Ballantyne et al., 2011; Chen, 2011); by 

increasing pollution activity (Logar, 2010; Teh & Cabanban, 2007); or by simply overcrowding 

destinations (Dickinson & Robbins, 2008; Poitras & Getz, 2006). However, individuals who manifest 

environmentally responsible behavior can reduce the harmful impact and create a positive effect on the 

natural surroundings (Wang & Zhang, 2020; Barbaro and Pickett, 2016). Therefore, as suggested by Lin 

and Lee (2020), ERB plays a pivotal role in reducing environmental problems (Sivek & Hungerford, 

1990) by minimizing impacts on the environment (Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002), and improving 

environmental sustainability (Meijers & Stapel, 2011). Also, researchers report that tourists’ ERB has 

been pointed out as the best indicator for sustainable tourism in destination management (Kafyri et al., 

2012; Lin &Lee, 2020). 

As such, we believe that the understanding of how socio-demographic antecedents shape tourists' 

environmental responsibility (Luo et al., 2020) is necessary because of their role in facilitating 

segmentation and targeting, and thus enhancing the formulation of strategic marketing communication 

efforts. In this respect, we formulate our last research question:  

 

RQ4.  What differences in environmentally responsible behavior emerge across nationality, age, gender, 

and education? 

 

3. Materials and methods 

3.1. Data collection and measures 

The research aimed to develop an exploratory analysis (Malhotra and Grover, 1998) to discern 

which demographic factors affect key variables for cultural and sustainable tourism: place 

dependence and identity, sense of belonging, online and onsite activity involvement, intentions, and 

environmentally responsible behavior. 

During summer 2022, tourists were asked to fill out the questionnaire at Urbino's old town, a 

significant UNESCO World Heritage site. Other studies have already previously analyzed this 

context of study with respect to the cultural tourism dimension (Vesci et al., 2020; Conti et al., 2020; 

Pencarelli et al, 2017). The study used a non-random sampling approach. Participants at the end of 

the visit to Urbino, received a tablet with a link to the Google Form with the survey displayed on it 

for them to complete on their own. Participants were informed about the overall storage and 
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processing of data according to Regulation (EU) 2016/ 679 GDPR and expressed their explicit 

consent to participate in the study. Following the ethical standards of the 1964 Declaration of 

Helsinki, participants were informed of the right to refuse to participate in the study or to withdraw 

consent to participate at any time without negative consequences. 

The survey was conducted in several languages using a translation-back translation technique. 

We collected 384 valid replies after removing respondents with consistent response styles and 

incomplete responses. The questionnaire consisted of two sections. The first related to individuals’ 

demographic aspects taken into consideration: nationality, age, gender, and level of education. The 

second section recorded individuals’ evaluations regarding the statements of the constructs of 

interest. 

We used pre-existing, empirically validated scales to operationalize the constructs. Using a 

seven-point Likert scale, from totally disagree (1) to totally agree (7), participants were asked to 

indicate the extent they agreed or disagreed with each of the questions. The measures for place 

dependence (4 items, e.g. “I enjoy recreating in Urbino more than any other cultural 

area/destination”) and place identity (5 items, e.g. “Urbino means a lot to me”) were taken from 

White et al. (2008). The measures for sense of belonging (4 items, e.g. “I feel a strong sense of 

belonging to Urbino”), online activity involvement (4 items, e.g. “While visiting Urbino, I search 

for travel information on its social media websites”), and onsite activity involvement (3 items, e.g. 

“I was interested in the cultural/sustainable activities Urbino hosted”) were taken from Hung et al. 

(2019). The measures for recommendation intention (3 items, e.g. “I will recommend Urbino to a 

relative or friend”) and revisit intention (3 items, e.g. I intend to revisit Urbino in the future”) were 

taken from Altunel and Erkurt (2015). Finally, environmentally responsible behavior (6 items, e.g. 

“If there are cleaning environment activities, I am willing to attend”) was adapted from Su et al. 

(2020). 

 

3.2. Data Analysis 

 

The Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was performed using F-tests to statistically test the equality 

of means (Markowski & Markoski, 1990) and analyze differences among nationality, age, gender, 

and education, regarding the variables of interest. By using SPSS v.22, a multivariate analysis of 

variance was run in the system (Huberty & Olejnik, 2006) due to its ability to consider several 

continuous dependent variables simultaneously, identifying significant differences due to an 

independent variable while offering results for Univariate tests for each independent variable. 

The ANOVA test is a statistical technique used to determine if there are significant differences 

among the means of three or more groups (Markowski and Markoski, 1990). It is employed to 

compare the means of multiple groups in order to evaluate whether these differences are statistically 

significant or simply due to chance. The methodology of the ANOVA test involves analyzing the 

variance between groups and the variance within groups. In general, the ANOVA test is based on the 

null hypothesis (H0) that all group means are equal, while the alternative hypothesis (H1) asserts 

that at least one mean is significantly different from the others. The ANOVA test calculates the 

between-group variance and the residual variance within the groups. If the between-group variance 

is much larger than the residual variance, then there are significant differences among at least two of 

the groups. Conversely, if the between-group variance is similar to or smaller than the residual 

variance, there are no significant differences among the groups. To assess whether the differences 
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between group means are significant, the ANOVA test utilizes an F statistic, which compares the 

between-group variance with the residual variance. If the calculated F value exceeds a critical 

threshold, the null hypothesis is rejected, and it is concluded that there are significant differences 

among at least two groups. 

 

4. Results 

The study reveals that tourists of an Italian cultural heritage destination have varying levels of 

education, age, and gender and are also considerably represented by foreign visitors. Our sample 

includes a slightly higher number of foreign participants (197) compared to Italians (187), 195 men 

and 189 women, 62 visitors with an age between 18-29, 75 visitors with an age between 30-39, 86 

between 40-49, 93 between 50-59, and 69 who are more than 60. Regarding education, 131 

participants have a lower level of instruction since they do not possess a bachelor, 137 participants 

declared to possess a bachelor, and 116 participants report holding a master or a Ph.D.  

Descriptive statistics for all the factors considered are shown in Table 1.  

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for nationality, age, gender, and education. 
Factor Item Number ( N = 384) Percentage (%) 

Nationality Italian 187 48.7 

 Foreign 197 51.3 

Age 18-29 62 16.1 

 30-39 75 19.5 

 40-49 86 22.4 

 50-59 92 24.0 

 >60 69 18.0 

Gender M 195 50.8 

 F 189 49.2 

Education No Bachelor 131 34.1 

 Bachelor 137 35.7 

 Master/PhD 116 30.2 

Source: Author elaboration  

4.1. Feelings of Attachment: Place Dependence, Place Identity, Sense of belonging 

The first research question aims to trace (any) significant differences that emerged concerning 

the feelings of attachment of the different individuals’ factors considered. Respondents were asked 

to evaluate, based on a seven-point Likert scale, the feeling of place dependence, place identity, and 

sense of belonging. As shown in Table 2, results regarding place dependence are modest; only 

nationality shows a significant difference (F(1, 382) = 32.242, p = <.001), with Italians scoring 

higher (4.65) than foreigners (3.88). There are no significant differences when considering age, 

gender, and education. 
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Table 2. Place identity in relation to nationality, age, gender, and education. 
Factor Item M(SD) F Sig η2 

Nationality Italian 4.66 (1.43) 32.242 <.001 .078 

 Foreign 3.88 (1.25)    

Age 18-29 4.31 (1.58) 1.288 .274 .013 

 30-39 4.04 (1.15)    

 40-49 4.14 (1.38)    

 50-59 4.32 (1.38)    

 >60 4.52 (1.32)    

Gender M 4.17 (1.38) 1.429 .233 .004 

 F 4.34 (1.41)    

Education No Bachelor 4.44 (1.39) 2.785 0.63 .014 

 Bachelor 4.28 (1.38)    

 Master/PhD 4.03 (1.40)    

Note(s): Significantly different average scores * = p < 0.05; ** = p < 0.01; *** = p < 0.001 

Source: Author elaboration  

Regarding place identity, as reported in Table 3, while there is no significant difference in age 

and education, nationality and gender have an impact on participants’ feelings of place identity. The 

effect is stronger for nationality (F(1, 382) = 16.653, p = <.001), where, on average, Italians score 

significantly higher (3.85) than foreigners (3.16). Men (3.70) provided significantly higher scores 

for place identity compared to women (3.28), F(1, 382) = 6.068, p = <.05. 

Table 3. Place dependence in relation to nationality, age, gender, and education. 
Factor Item M(SD) F Sig η2 

Nationality Italian 3.85 (1.81) 16.653 <.001 .042 

 Foreign 3.16 (1.45)    

Age 18-29 3.11 (1.80) 2.099 .080 0.22 

 30-39 3.31 (1.56)    

 40-49 3.49 (1.52)    

 50-59 3.68 (1.66)    

 >60 3.83 (1.78)    

Gender M 3.28 (1.60) 6.068 .014 .016 

 F 3.70 (1.71)    

Education No Bachelor 3.49 (1.65) .324 .723 .002 

 Bachelor 3.42 (1.61)   .042 

 Master/PhD 3.59 (1.76)   <.001  

Note(s): Significantly different average scores * = p < 0.05; ** = p < 0.01; *** = p < 0.001 

Source: Author elaboration  

Interesting results emerge when we observe sense of belonging (see Table 4). In this case, only 

age has not a significant influence, while nationality, gender, and education significantly impact 

participants’ sense of belonging. Specifically, Italians (4.11) score higher than foreigners (2.98), F(1, 

382) = 49.768, p = <.001; Men (3.73), on average, score higher than women (3.32), F(1, 382) 

=5.956, p = <.05; and participants that are not possessing a bachelor (3.83) score higher than people 

with a bachelor (3.51) or Master/Ph.D. (3.22), F(2, 381) = 4.287, p = <.05.  
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Table 4. Sense of belonging in relation to nationality, age, gender, and education. 
Factor Item M(SD) F Sig η2 

Nationality Italian 4.11 (1.59) 49.768 <.001 .115 

 Foreign 2.98 (1.56)    

Age 18-29 3.46 (1.79) .924 .450 .010 

 30-39 3.30 (1.56)    

 40-49 3.49 (1.61)    

 50-59 3.58 (1.61)    

 >60 3.82 (1.81)    

Gender M 3.32 (1.57) 5.956 .015 .015 

 F 3.73 (1.74)    

Education No Bachelor 3.83 (1.61) 4.287 .014 .022 

 Bachelor 3.51 (1.58)    

 Master/PhD 3.22 (1.78)    

Note(s): Significantly different average scores * = p < 0.05; ** = p < 0.01; *** = p < 0.001 

Source: Author elaboration  

4.2. Involvement: Online and onsite activities 

The second research question aims to identify (any) significant differences that emerged with 

reference to the feelings of involvement of the different individuals’ factors considered. 

Respondents were asked to evaluate, based on a seven-point Likert scale, the feeling of both online 

and onsite involvement. As regards online involvement, as reported in Table 5, both education and 

nationality have a significant effect, while gender and age are not statistically significant. Italians 

(3.65) compared to foreigners (3.21) declare to be, on average, more involved in online activities 

(F(1, 382) = 5.859, p = <.05). Similarly, participants with no bachelor (3.79) are more involved in 

online activities, compared to participants with a bachelor (3.32) and Master/PhD (3.14), F(2, 381) 

= 4.495, p = <.05. 

Table 5. Online activity involvement in relation to nationality, age, gender, and education. 
Factor Item M(SD) F Sig η2 

Nationality Italian 3.65 (1.82) 5.859 .016 .015 

 Foreign 3.21 (1.73)    

Age 18-29 3.63 (1.74) 2.067 .084 .021 

 30-39 3.36 (1.76)    

 40-49 3.70 (1.76)    

 50-59 3.45 (1.76)    

 >60 2.93 (1.79)    

Gender M 3.48 (1.78) .360 .549 .001 

 F 3.37 (1.79)    

Education No Bachelor 3.79 (1.79) 4.495 .012 .023 

 Bachelor 3.32 (1.72)    

 Master/PhD 3.14 (1.81)    

Note(s): Significantly different average scores * = p < 0.05; ** = p < 0.01; *** = p < 0.001 

Source: Author elaboration  

As reported in Table 6, with regard to onsite (offline) involvement, interesting results were 

found for nationality, age, and education, which significantly influence this type of involvement, in 

contrast to gender. In line with the other results, Italians (5.73) declare to be more involved in onsite 

activities compared to foreigners (5.48) (F(1, 382) = 4.147 p = <.05). Concerning age, 18-29 (5.07) 

reported the lower score compared to 30-39 (5.42), 40-49 (5.77), 50-59 (5.80), and > 60 (5.78) who 
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report the higher score (F(4, 379) =, 5.260 p = <.001). 

Table 6. Onsite activity involvement in relation to nationality, age, gender, and education. 
Factor Item M(SD) F Sig η2 

Nationality Italian 5.73 (1.19) 4.147 .042 .011 

 Foreign 5.48 (1.18)    

Age 18-29 5.07 (1.49) 5.260 <.001 .053 

 30-39 5.42 (.99)    

 40-49 5.77 (1.02)    

 50-59 5.80 (1.26)    

 >60 5.78 (1.03)    

Gender M 5.68 (1.15) 1.684 .195 .004 

 F 5.52 (1.23)    

Education No Bachelor 5.62 (1.26) 4.411 .013 0.23 

 Bachelor 5.38 (1.21)    

 Master/PhD 5.82 (1.04)    

Note(s): Significantly different average scores * = p < 0.05; ** = p < 0.01; *** = p < 0.001 

Source: Author elaboration  

4.3. Intentions: Revisit and Recommend 

As concerns the main intention variables, and more precisely revisit intentions, a clear 

difference emerged for nationality and age. As reported in Table 7, a statistically significant effect of 

age was detected (F(4, 379) = 4.275 p  <.01) and, among the different ages, older people, on average, 

reported higher scores: >60 (5.36), 50-59 (5.01), 40-49 (5.36); compared to younger people: 30-39 

(4.76) and 18-29 (4.44). The effect of nationality is even stronger (F(1, 382) =22.916 p = <.001), 

where Italians report higher levels of revisit intentions (5.40) compared to foreigners (4.63). 

Table 7. Revisit intention in relation to nationality, age, gender, and education. 
Factor Item M(SD) F Sig η2 

Nationality Italian 5.40 (1.56) 22.916 <.001 0.57 

 Foreign 4.63 (1.61)    

Age 18-29 4.44 (1.76) 4.275 0.002 0.43 

 30-39 4.76 (1.64)    

 40-49 5.36 (1.46)    

 50-59 5.01 (1.60)    

 >60 5.36 (1.59)    

Gender M 4.95 (1.70) .389 .533 .001 

 F 5.06 (1.63)    

Education No Bachelor 4.80 (1.79) 1.814 .164 .009 

 Bachelor 5.17 (1.55)    

 Master/PhD 5.05 (1.63)    

Note(s): Significantly different average scores * = p < 0.05; ** = p < 0.01; *** = p < 0.001 

Source: Author elaboration  

Interestingly, as reported in Table 8, regarding recommendation intentions, a very clear 

difference emerged only for age (F(4, 379) =5.636 p  <.001). Here, same as for revisit intentions, 

lower scores were recorded for younger generations: 18-29 (5.81) and 30-39 (6.05); compared to 

older generations: 40-49 (6.46), 50-59 (6.40), >60 (6.26). In contrast, none of the other factors show 

significant effects on recommendation intentions. 
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Table 8. Recommendation intention in relation to nationality, age, gender, and education. 
Factor Item M(SD) F Sig η2 

Nationality Italian 6.34 (.89) 2.493 .127 .006 

 Foreign 6.18 (1.15)    

Age 18-29 5.81 (1.52) 5.636 <.001 .056 

 30-39 6.05 (.88)    

 40-49 6.46 (.68)    

 50-59 6.40 (1.09)    

 >60 6.26 (1.03)    

Gender M 6.27 (1.06) .016 .900 <.000 

 F 6.25 (100)    

Education No Bachelor 6.21 (1.18) 2.136 .120 .011 

 Bachelor 6.17 (1.01)    

 Master/PhD 6.42 (.86)    

Note(s): Significantly different average scores * = p < 0.05; ** = p < 0.01; *** = p < 0.001 

Source: Author elaboration  

4.4. Environmentally responsible behavior 

Finally, as shown in Table 9, regarding the environmental-related variable, namely 

environmentally responsible behavior, same as place identity, we found a significant effect of both 

nationality and gender. Specifically, nationality has the strongest effect (F(1, 382) =21.595 p = 

<.001), with Italians scoring higher (5.87) compared to foreigners (5.41) in environmentally 

responsible behavior. Although the effect is less strong (F(1, 382) =4.323 p = <.05), gender also 

affects environmentally responsible behavior: in this case, women score, on average, higher (5.74) 

than men (5.53). 

Table 9. Environmentally responsible behavior in relation to nationality, age, gender, and education. 
Factor Item M(SD) F Sig η2 

Nationality Italian 5.87 (.94) 21.595 <.001 .054 

 Foreign 5.41 (1.01)    

Age 18-29 5.63 (1.00) .818 .514 .009 

 30-39 5.53 (.98)    

 40-49 5.60 (.95)    

 50-59 5.61 (1.03)    

 >60 5.82 (1.04)    

Gender M 5.74 (.88) 4.323 .038 .011 

 F 5.53 (1.10)    

Education No Bachelor 5.66 (1.07) .692 .501 .004 

 Bachelor 5.69 (.99)    

 Master/PhD 5.54 (.95)    

Note(s): Significantly different average scores * = p < 0.05; ** = p < 0.01; *** = p < 0.001 

Source: Author elaboration  

 

5. Discussion 

 

Despite socio-demographic variables are of major importance in tourism (Gössling et al. 2020; 

Hall et al. 2020; Jamal and Budke 2020), especially in light of their application in market 

segmentation and targeting strategies (Weaver et al., 1994), in Italy, there are no studies that analyze 

how socio-demographic factors respond to the digital, environmental, and cultural revolution. The 

present research provides a preliminary and exploratory contribution to fill this research gap by 
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examining how nationality, age, gender, and education explain tourists’ attachment (in the form of 

place dependence, place identity, and sense of belonging), activity involvement (online and onsite), 

recommendation and revisit intentions, and environmentally responsible behavior. 

Overall, our results confirm that constructs outcomes can mostly and multifacetedly be 

explained by socio-demographics of tourists. By examining all the feelings of attachment included 

in the study, the result suggests that, interestingly, the outcomes for each construct are not always 

the same. Nationality places a significant role in determining all the variables, that is, place 

dependence, place identity, and sense of belonging since, not surprisingly, Italian visitors reported 

significantly higher scores compared to foreign visitors. This aligns with Prayag et al. (2018) who 

confirm that domestic tourists have a stronger connection to the country’s heritage than foreign 

visitors. However, by having a look at gender, the significant effect holds for place identity and 

sense of belonging, while it is not significant for place dependence. Men feel a stronger emotional 

connection to the historical place and its community compared to women; however, such bond does 

not appear to be unique as they do not perceive the place as more recreating or satisfying than other 

historical sites. On the other hand, education plays a significant role only in determining a sense of 

belonging. In this instance, visitors with lower levels of education present a stronger sense of 

belonging and membership to the historical place compared to people with higher levels of 

education. Although the scores record the same positive trend for both place dependence and place 

identity, the effect is not statistically significant. It is worth mentioning that different ages do not 

seem to affect any of the considered variables, meaning that the elderly do not show a particular 

higher sense of attachment to the historical site compared to younger generations. This result seems 

to contradict the commonly accepted stereotype of the cultural tourist (Vergori & Arima, 2020) and 

agrees with Alegre and Pou's (2004) findings that the aging of a population has an ambiguous effect 

on tourism demand. 

All over, among the variables that were included here as a proxy for detecting a feeling of 

attachment to the historical place, sense of belonging is the more attention-getting one, being highly 

impacted by socio-demographic factors such as nationality, gender, and education. 

Regarding activity involvement, both in the online and online form, exception done for gender, 

we found considerable results regarding our socio-demographic factors. First of all, it is worth 

noting that, on average, onsite activity involvement received higher scores compared to online 

activity involvement. This result emphasizes how crucial sustainable offline activities are for 

cultural destinations. In fact, as the world gradually recovers from the Covid-19 pandemic, after a 

period of forced use of virtual platforms, the value of authentic experiences might be increasingly 

appreciated bringing travelers to manifest a renewed interest and need towards onsite activities. 

On the other hand, the finding regarding online activity involvement highlights the importance 

of finding the right key to convey appropriate online content that can pique interest and boost online 

visitors’ interaction. 

Overall, our results align with Hjalager and Jensen (2012), who posit that online behavior 

changes depending on the traveler’s socio-demographic characteristics. The results are also in line 

with Tangeland et al. (2013), where the likelihood of participation in outdoor activities was 

significantly influenced by the socio-demographic variables.  

Taking into account the nationality of visitors, Italian visitors feel more involved both in online 

and onsite activities compared to their foreign counterparts.  

From the educational perspective, visitors with lower levels of education interact with their 
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social media by updating their location and enjoy reading online travel information much more than 

visitors with higher levels of education, while from the onsite perspective, we found the opposite 

result. In this case, it is the visitor possessing a higher level of education to engage and enjoy 

cultural/sustainable onsite activities more. This result is similar to Okumus et al. (2021), who 

confirmed that tourists with a higher level of education were more willing to participate in culinary 

tourism experiences compared to visitors with a basic level of education. 

Another interesting result was found for age. Major differences were found for onsite activity 

involvement, where the younger generation scored significantly lower compared to older 

generations, while for online activities the opposite trend emerges. Here people older than 60 

reported a scarce interest in social media activities. This is not surprising as members of Generation 

Z are also known as the digital natives, and in line with Aina and Ezeuduji (2021) and Monaco 

(2018), who found that post-millennials prefer touristic places with Internet access, and find it 

necessary to take pictures, upload, and submit reviews on social media regarding the tourism sites 

they have visited. 

With regard to intentions, while no significant results were detected for either gender (in line 

with Mohsin, 2008) or education, contrary to Lu et al. (2021), we found a strong effect of age. 

These results are similar to those of Pasaco-González et al. (2023) and Lu et al. (2021), who found 

that loyalty did not differ according to the gender of visitors. Generally, higher scores, on average, 

were recorded for recommendation intention compared to revisit intentions. In particular, with 

advancing age both intentions get stronger. The fact that younger generations are less inclined to 

revisit or recommend the historical destination is rather surprising, considering that Urbino is also a 

major university town. Another interesting finding regarding intentions is that while nationality 

significantly affects revisit intentions, with Italian visitors being more prone to revisit the historical 

site, it does not turn into a factor explaining recommendation intention. In fact, although even in this 

case, foreign visitors report lower scores compared to Italian visitors, the difference is not 

statistically significant. 

Finally, regarding ERB, we found significant effects for nationality and gender while. Contrary 

to findings from Tasci et al. (2022) and Hedlund et al. (2012) where the perceived importance of 

environmental sustainability in vacation choices is influenced by both age and education, we found 

no significant difference in ERB for neither age nor education. Specifically, in line with most of our 

results, Italian tourists seem more willing to protect the natural environment and practice cleaning 

environmental activities in the cultural site compared to their foreign counterparts. In the same vein, 

by harmonizing with studies demonstrating how women possess stronger attitudes towards 

environmental quality and display “greener shopping habits” than their male counterparts 

(Diamantopoulos et al., 2003), we found that women are more willing to comply with the legal 

ways not to damage the local environment compared to men, which is also in line with Tasci (2017), 

who reported higher ratings of women in sustainability benchmarks.  

 

6. Implications and future research 

 

From a theoretical perspective, this study makes several contributions. First, following Richards’ 

(2018) invitation to focus on touristic experience consumption, the study contributes to the literature 

on cultural tourism consumption by offering an understanding of how socio-demographic factors 

impact the perception and intentions toward cultural sites. By understanding how socio-
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demographic variables shape individual interests and attitudes in an experiential tourism context, 

our research enriches the literature on the multivariate effects of socio-demographic variables in 

different contexts (Tsui & O'Reilly, 1989), including tourism Hedlund et al. (2012). 

Additionally, although previous studies have explored the substantial relevance of place 

attachment for the nature of the tourist-place relationship and behavioral intentions and outcomes 

(White et al., 2008; Dwyer et al., 2019), this work provides additional evidence about the feelings of 

attachment perceived by different tourist categories in regard to cultural tourism experiences. Then, 

with the inclusion of activity involvement, both online and especially onsite, this study contributes 

to the body of knowledge about how immersion in onsite activities has a profound impact on 

tourists' experiences (Kim & Ritchie, 2014, Hung et al., 2019) by granting an enhanced 

understanding of this subject from a post Covid-19 perspective. Finally, our findings enrich 

knowledge regarding intentions toward cultural destinations, also in sustainable tourism destination 

management, by including a construct that plays a major role in reducing environmental issues in 

touristic sites (Lin & Lee, 2020). By specifically contributing to the stream literature of sustainable 

behaviors and the analysis of socio-demographic characteristics affecting ERB in the context of 

cultural tourism, the study helps to a gap in the more recent literature focused on the “green” 

attitudes and behaviors of travelers in the domain of cultural tourism (Throsby, 2016). 

From a practical viewpoint, this research extends knowledge that could guide tourism 

professionals in establishing marketing strategies appropriate to the unique needs of each market 

segment, which will subsequently determine not only their attachment and engagement with the 

experience but also their revisit intentions. The findings of this study offer important insights for 

tourism managers, DMOs, and public policy makers regarding both online and offline marketing 

practices that should be designed to convey appropriate messages for each market segment and 

generate a sustainable development of tourism in cultural sites. For example, the lower level of 

attachment (place dependence, place identity, and sense of belonging) in all its three components 

attested by foreign visitors draws attention to a careful consideration about whether and how 

services, in terms of reception and entertainment (activities carried out both online and onsite) 

respond to the needs of this type of tourists (e.g., language translations). Analogously, in cultural 

destinations, due to historical reasons bringing women to be less represented in published literature 

and art than men, these seem to find fewer identity elements that diminish their place identity and 

sense of belonging to the cultural site compared to men. Professionals in tourism management 

should find the proper way to address the needs and preferences of women when designing tourism 

experiences in historical sites (Conti et al., 2020). 

According to our findings, destination managers should systematize a variety of both physical 

and virtual components in the form of digital representations of the physical elements (Baggio & 

Del Chiappa, 2014) to increase youngers’ attachment and onsite engagement. For example, 

considering the attributes that generally have a greater effect on younger generations, managers 

could implement gamification practices and new technologies in cultural activities. Gamification 

and innovative digital practices (such as virtual reality or augmented reality) have the potential to 

revolutionize the engagement of younger generations, enticing them to explore and connect with 

cultural heritage (Xu et al., 2017). By incorporating gamification elements, such as quests, 

challenges, and rewards, museums and UNESCO heritage sites could transform educational 

experiences into immersive and interactive adventures. Virtual and augmented reality could allow 

visitors to step into the past, experience historical events firsthand, and interact with artifacts in a 
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digital realm. These approaches not only foster a deeper appreciation for culture but also bridge the 

generational gap, making heritage sites more appealing and accessible to younger audiences who 

will be more prone to recommend such historical places to friends. The usage of these innovative 

technologies, however, could offer more and more suitable solutions not only for young tourists but 

for all visitors in the form of dynamic packaging that provide a wide range of experiential products 

(Presenza et al., 2014). 

Although this research makes several contributions to the pertinent literature and offers 

significant practical implications for cultural destination managers, it is not free from limitations. 

First, the cultural tourism destination investigated in this research is a town with a small historic 

center. Future studies should be extended to examine visitors’ perceptions and intentions in the case 

of bigger urban areas with historical sites located throughout the city. Second, although the summer 

season is indeed a favorable time to study tourism in Italy due to increased travel – particularly by 

foreign and younger tourists – this might have had some implications for certain groups, such as 

individuals who are more vulnerable to heat or for younger people, who visited a university cultural 

site during a period where the city was depopulated by students who returned home for summer 

holidays. This could have affected the vibrancy and social atmosphere, potentially impacting the 

overall experience and interactions.  

Then, this study examined the association between demographic variables like age, gender, and 

educational level. Future studies could include other variables such as income, occupation, travel 

arrangements, the number of people traveling together, and the length of stay. Finally, attachment, 

engagement, ERB, and behavioral intentions were considered as the outcome variables. Future 

studies could analyze outcome variables associated with the personal sphere of tourists, such as 

satisfaction, happiness, and well-being (Dini e Pencarelli, 2020). 

Moreover, this research applied self-reported measures to collect data. However, visitors’ 

responses might not fully indicate their actual ERB because of the existence of biases such as the 

social desirability. To resolve this possible inconsistency, future studies should apply different 

methodological approaches, such as in-depth interviews, and direct behavioral observation to 

identify visitors’ actual environmentally responsible behavior. 

Finally, it would be interesting to determine which types of on-site cultural experiences, such as 

guided tours, technology-driven experiences or food and wine experiences, are most valued by 

different socio-demographic groups. Likewise, the role fulfilled by social media should be further 

examined through qualitative studies, which allow a deeper understanding of the topic. 
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