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Examining the relationship between place attachment and pro-

environmental behaviour in the context of national parks 

 

Abstract: 

A promising way to understand the process of commitment to pro-environmental behaviour is 

to examine how the relationship between the individual and the place is establishing. Beyond 

emotional bonding, the thorough knowledge of the place (destination) increases the 

probability that the individual will demonstrate a protecting behaviour regarding the 

aforementioned place (Kals, Schumacher and Montada, 1999). The positive effect of place 

attachment on pro-environmental behaviour, including the context of leisure activities has 

been proven by several studies (Halpenny, 2010; Ramkissoon, Weiler and Smith, 2013). At 

the same time, knowledge of the spillover effect of such changes in behaviour remains 

limited. The aim of this study is to contribute to filling the research gap by further examining 

this field. The results confirmed the positive effect of place attachment on pro-environmental 

behaviour. By differentiating high- and low-effort behavioural patterns, place attachment was 

confirmed to have a stronger effect on high-effort behavioural intentions. 
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1. Introduction 

The development of appropriate habits and behaviour of visitors plays an important role 

in preserving national parks. Individuals, through their leisure activities, may cause serious 

damage to the environment of parks, thus contributing to the degradation of protected areas. 

Fostering pro-environmental behaviour of visitors is a strategic goal that plays an important 

role in the preservation of parks (Halpenny, 2010), in promoting sustainability (Ballantyne, 

Packer and Hughes, 2009; Ramkissoon, Weiler and Smith, 2012), and in the long term, in the 

establishment of sustainable tourism (López-Mosquera and Sánchez, 2011). Visitation to 

national parks, in appropriate circumstances, may allow visitors to develop responsible 

behaviour. This is associated with several positive impacts. Pro-environmental behaviour in 

national parks may trigger individuals to better appreciate natural resources (Baral, Stern and 

Bhattarai, 2008), and in addition, the experiences and knowledge gained here may lead to the 

recognition of further relationships. Pro-environmental behaviour enhanced by visitations to 

national parks ensures the preservation of natural and cultural heritage to the next generations 

(Ramkissoon, Weiler and Smith, 2012). 

 

2. Theoretical background of the research 

By relying on the results of environmental psychology (Bonnes and Secchiaroli, 1995) 

the theoretical frame of the study is partially based on the TRA (Theory of Reasoned Action) 

model by Ajzen and Fishbein (1980). The theory suggests that behavioural intention to act is a 

good predictor of actual behaviour. Behavioural intention is, among other factors, determined 

by the individual’s attitude of behaviour. Place attachment refers to a positive emotional bond 

between an individual and a particular place (Low and Altman,1992). In this study, place 

attachment has been examined as a second-order factor having four sub-dimensions, namely 

place dependence (PD), place identity (PI), place affect (PA) and place social bonding (PSB) 

(Ramkissoon, Weiler and Smith, 2013). By interpreting place attachment as an attitude, it has 

been assumed that an individual’s pro-environmental behavioural intentions concerning a 

certain place can be originated partially from past experiences relating to the place and from 

the place attachment arising from these experiences (Halpenny, 2010).  During the study a 

part of the TRA model has been tested, more precisely the effect of the attitude concerning 

the place (place attachment) on pro-environmental behavioural intentions. 

Based on the findings by Ramkissoon, Weiler and Smith (2013) high and low effort pro-

environmental behaviours have been separated and studied the interaction between certain 



behaviours. Preliminary studies on this topic confirmed that place attachment has a positive 

effect on pro-environmental behavioural intentions both in terms of the place examined and of 

the level of general intention (Halpenny, 2010). Furthermore, Ramkissoon, Weiler and Smith 

(2013) proved that place attachment has a higher influence on high effort behaviours (for 

example participation in community events, volunteering in projects) than on low effort 

activities (waste management, decreasing consumption etc.). The study of the relationship 

between high and low effort behaviours has received little academic attention so far. 

The other theoretical foundation of this study is based on Thøgersen’s (1999) Spillover 

Effect. This theory enables us to further explain the patterns of the commitment process. 

Based on this theory, an individual’s pro-environmental attitude or behaviour related to an 

area can be a good predictor of their general environmental attitude and pro-environmental 

behaviour related to other areas. Provided that place attachment generates a pro-

environmental behavioural pattern (in this case: a high effort pro-environmental behaviour), 

as a result, this effect may spill over to other areas such as to low effort behaviours.  

  

3. The relationship between place attachment and pro-environmental behavioural 

intention 

Based on the findings by Dann (1981) regarding tourism motivation, consumers are 

partially encouraged to travel by the attraction of the destination (pull factors). Visitation of 

certain destinations is motivated to a certain extent by the possible interaction with the 

environment there and this fact may provide special psychological, social and physiological 

benefits. As a result of the interactions with the destination’s tourism resources, visitors may 

associate then undistinguished place with meanings following which an attachment can 

develop to the place/type of place (Tuan, 1977; Kyle, Graefe, Manning and Bacon, 2004). 

Literature on place attachment however points out that care for the place is rising as place 

attachment increases. In this vein, hypothesis H1-5 examines how a more intense attachment 

to national parks affects pro-environmental behavioural intentions. 

- H1: Place attachment as a second-order factor positively influences pro-environmental 

behavioural intentions. 

- H2: Place attachment as a second-order factor positively influences the visitor’s low 

effort pro-environmental behavioural intentions. 

- H3: Place attachment as a second-order factor positively influences the visitor’s high 

effort pro-environmental behavioural intentions. 



- H4: Low effort pro-environmental behavioural intentions mediate the effect of place 

attachment on high effort pro-environmental behavioural intentions.  

- H5: High effort pro-environmental behavioural intentions mediate the effect of place 

attachment low effort pro-environmental behavioural intentions.  

 

3.1 Data collection 

The aim of this study was to examine the relationship between an individual’s place 

attachment and pro-environmental behavioural intentions. Research questions concerning the 

visitors of the ten national parks of different characteristics in Hungary were analysed in the 

study. Due to the number of venues to be studied, the data collection was carried out in the 

form of an on-line survey (CAWI) between June 17-28, 2015. The electronic survey was 

forwarded by market research company NRC to its panel members. The sample size was 300 

persons. A filter question was applied as a condition of participation. The survey involved all 

respondents who have visited any of the domestic national parks for the past 12 months. As a 

result, the sample clearly reflects the scope of visitors visiting domestic national parks in the 

past year although the sample cannot be deemed to be representative either in terms of the 

Hungarian population or in terms of the visitors of Hungarian national parks. 

 

3.2. Results of structural equation modelling (SEM)  

The method of structural equation modelling (hereinafter referred to as SEM) was applied 

for testing relationship between place attachment and pro-environmental behavioural 

intentions. This study was aimed to test a theory-based model, which enabled to work with 

reflective measurement models during the analyses. As a first step, the reliability and validity 

of the used scales and measuring model were tested. This was followed by the elaboration of 

a structural model and test of model fit. The model was deemed fit based on the indicators 

specified in the literature (Cronbach, 1951; Fornell and Larcker, 1981; Bentler, 1990; 

Baumgartner and Homburg, 1996; Henseler et al., 2009; Hair et al., 2010).  



 

Figure 2: Structural model 

Source: AMOS / own elaboration 

 

Based on the results the effect of place attachment proved to be significant for both pro-

environmental behavioural intentions. Place attachment positively influences visitors’ low- 

and high-effort pro-environmental behavioural intentions. This result is in line with the 

findings by Ramkissoon, Smith and Weiler (2013) who showed that place attachment had a 

stronger effect on high-effort behavioural intentions. Hypothesis H1-3 assuming that place 

attachment as a second-order factor positively influences pro-environmental behavioural 

intentions was confirmed by the results, thus this hypothesis is accepted. By distinguishing 

high- and low-commitment patterns of behavioural intention, the following can be stated: 

place attachment as a second-order factor positively influences the visitor’s low- and high-

effort pro-environmental behavioural intentions. In the context of the relationship between the 

variables discussed, the direct and indirect effects between the various behavioural intentions 

and place attachment were analysed. The aim of this study was to provide a deeper 

understanding of the patterns of pro-environmental behavioural intention stemming from 

place attachment. In other words, the strength of effects between the variables in light of each 

commitment path were also analysed. The study is based on the so-called Spillover Effect 

(Thøgersen, 1999) whereby an individual’s pro-environmental attitude or behaviour in one 

area can be a good predictor of their pro-environmental behaviour in other areas. Since the 

applied theory suggested a two-way mediating effect between low- and high-effort pro-

environmental behavioural intentions, alternative models were tested and a basic model 

without mediating effect (model A), as well as other models analysing the mediating effect of 



high (model B) and low (model C) effort behavioural intentions were defined. By introducing 

the mediating effect, the fit of the structural model was improved. Hereinafter, the direct and 

indirect effects relating to models B and C were analysed based on this result. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Illustration of effects in a structural model (models B and C) 

Significant paths are marked with solid lines while non-significant paths are marked with 

dashed lines. *p˂.001 

Source: own elaboration 

 

In case of model B (see Figure 2) the full effects between latent variables studied always 

proved to be significant. The level of significance of the indirect effect was also p˂0.01. It can 

be stated that, this case shows a partial mediating effect. Place attachment has a significant 

strong effect (t=3.378, p˂0.001, β=0.521) on high-effort behavioural patterns, and has a 

medium strong effect on low effort behavioural patterns (t=4.953, p˂0.001, β=0.435). Place 

attachment equally shows a significant effect (t=5.686, p˂0.001, β=0.573) on high-effort pro-

environmental behavioural intentions through the low-effort pro-environmental behavioural 

intentions. Place attachment accounts for 7.3% (R²=0.073) of the variation of high-effort 

behavioural intentions while it accounts for 18.9% (R²=0.189) of the variation of low-effort 

behavioural intentions. Low-effort behavioural intentions account for 32.8% of the variation 

of high-effort behavioural intentions. Based on model C place attachment remains to have a 

strong significant effect on high-effort behavioural intentions (t=5.504, p˂0.001, β=0.52), 

while its significant effect on low-effort activities disappears (t=1.2, p>0.05, β=0.10). In order 

to define the significance of the indirect effect, bootstrapping was applied (MacKinnon, 
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Lockwood, Hoffman, West and Sheets, 2002) by using AMOS software. Results suggest that 

the significant effect between the two variables observed earlier (in the basic model) was a 

result of the indirect effect. In case of model B the significant effect of place attachment on 

low-effort pro-environmental behavioural intentions is only manifested through high-effort 

intentions. Place attachment accounts for 27.1% (R²=0.271) of the variation of high-effort 

behavioural intentions while it accounts for 1.1% of the variation of low-effort behavioural 

intentions. High effort behavioural intentions accounts for 40.6% of the variation of low effort 

behavioural intentions. In summary, based on the fit indices of models B and C, as well as the 

total direct and indirect effects between the variables it can be concluded that a spillover 

effect appears in case of both commitment paths. While for model B the mediating effect is 

only partial, for model C the mediating effect is full. In terms of the hypotheses, the following 

conclusions can be drawn. Low-effort pro-environmental behavioural intentions partially 

mediate the effect of place attachment on high-effort pro-environmental behavioural 

intentions. Hypothesis H2 is partially accepted. H5: High effort pro-environmental 

behavioural intentions mediate the effect of place attachment on low-effort pro-environmental 

behavioural intentions. The hypothesis is accepted. 

 

4. Conclusion 

A deeper understanding of place attachment and pro-environmental behaviour as well as 

the study of factors enhancing place attachment can substantially contribute to the elaboration 

of policy proposals and strategies regarding the management of national parks. The article’s 

results confirmed the positive effect of place attachment on pro-environmental behaviour. By 

differentiating high- and low-effort behavioural patterns, place attachment was confirmed to 

have a stronger effect on high-effort behavioural intentions. The total direct and indirect 

effects of the variables examined revealed that the desired behavioural intention can be better 

projected if the effect of place attachment unfolds in connection with high-effort activities, for 

example through the participation in a project relating to the operations of a national park. 

Low-effort behaviours such as picking up garbage left by others then ought to be considered 

as spillovers of high-effort activities. By examining pro-environmental behaviour patterns 

appearing in the sample it became visible that pro-environmental behaviour both at the place 

of residence and in national parks was primarily limited to low-effort activities (expected by 

society) while activity patterns requiring environmental activity showed less appearance. The 

results equally pointed out that increasing place attachment could be a promising way to 



enhance high-effort activities (such as donating to or volunteering in national park related 

projects). In the context of visitation, relationship and demographical attributes as predictors 

of place attachment one can conclude that the frequency of visitations, income and age had 

the highest explanatory power concerning place attachment, however a significant interaction 

appeared in case of the region of residence, the length of relationship with the national park, 

childhood visitations and the local nature of visitations. Well-planned park programs that take 

these factors into consideration may increase visitors’ place attachment more efficiently and 

thereby their pro-environmental behavioural intention.   

One limitation of this research is that its analysis is limited to one part of the TRA model 

by Ajzen and Fisbein (1980), namely the relationship between attitude and behavioural 

intention which is completed by the examination of the spillover effect between high- and 

low-effort pro-environmental behaviours. A study of pro-environmental behaviour in national 

parks by involving further factors may demonstrate a higher predicting value while a more 

complex picture can be drawn by involving perceived and actual behavioural control.  It 

should be emphasised that further testing of the place attachment construct on a bigger sample 

is recommended due to the overlapping of the emotional and identity subdimensions. 

Moreover a further qualitative examination of certain subdimensions, including the content 

validity of the emotional dimension, may contribute to the identification and clarification of 

the construct. Two particular age groups could be further analysed in more depth studies. 

First, the examination of the bond of children, teenagers and young people to national parks: 

as priority target groups of environmental education, analysing the identification of childhood 

interactions with protected places in particular, in connection with the effects of family, 

schools and NGOs is recommended. Second, in order to better understand the relationship 

with parks of the senior age group as a target group demonstrating closer bond as a result of 

their early socialization, the understanding of the narratives of this age group including their 

commitment paths would be emphasized. The examination of non-visitors may contribute to a 

better understanding of the enhancing effect of pro-environmental behaviour in national 

parks, by enabling a comparability between the behaviour of visitors and non-visitors. A 

further segmentation based on visitors’ place attachment may bring about an additional 

research direction, namely the study of how behaviours may spill over in different place 

attachment groups and what type of commitment patterns are taking shape within the groups.  
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