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Introduction: Limited research has examined how government policies, technology integration, and perceived value simultaneously influence destination loyalty through experiential pathways. This study investigates their integrated effects on international tourists’ revisit intentions to China, with satisfaction and experience as mediators.

Methods: Data were collected from 508 international tourists at three Beijing heritage attractions using systematic sampling through a self-administered questionnaire. Structural equation modeling was used to test the hypothesized relationships.

Results: All hypotheses received strong empirical support, with the model explaining substantial variance in tourist outcomes. Technology integration emerged as the primary driver of revisit intentions, while government policies and perceived value provided significant complementary effects. Tourist satisfaction and experience fully mediated the relationships between all antecedents and revisit intentions.

Discussion/conclusions: Findings offer actionable insights for destination managers, policymakers, and technology developers. Organizations should prioritize digital infrastructure investments while fostering collaborative policy frameworks that enhance tourist experiences. The mediating role of satisfaction and experience highlights the importance of holistic service delivery across multiple touchpoints. This research bridges tourism studies, public policy, and technology management by providing the first integrated framework examining macro-level drivers of destination loyalty through experiential pathways, with applications extending beyond tourism to other experience-driven industries and emerging market destinations.
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1 Introduction

In today’s competitive tourism market, fostering tourist loyalty and encouraging repeat visitation are key priorities for destination managers and policymakers (Morrison, 2022). Revisit intention (RI) signifies destination success in delivering memorable experiences and underpins long-term economic sustainability by reducing marketing costs and leveraging positive word-of-mouth (Kozak and Rimmington, 2000; Rahman et al., 2023). Understanding the mechanisms that drive tourists’ return decisions has become increasingly critical as destinations compete for market share in an evolving global landscape, particularly within culturally rich environments such as World Heritage Sites.

While extensive research has explored various antecedents of revisit intention, including destination image, service quality, and motivation (Baloglu and McCleary, 1999; Davras and Özperçin, 2023; Maghrifani et al., 2022), the existing literature reveals several critical gaps in understanding how macro-level factors comprehensively influence tourist behavior. The literature acknowledges the profound impact of governmental policies (Hall, 2008; Jamal and Budke, 2020) and technological advancements (Buhalis and Law, 2008; Gretzel et al., 2020) on tourism, but there is a significant lack of integrated empirical frameworks. Research often examines dyadic relationships but rarely investigates how perceived government policies (PGP), perceived technology integration (PTI), and perceived value (PV) collectively operate as distinct yet interconnected drivers of tourist satisfaction (TS), experience (TE), and ultimately, revisit intentions (RI). Systematic reviews reveal that smart tourism studies are dominated by technology-behavior perspectives, with government policy remaining an understudied dimension (Ye et al., 2024). Moreover, empirical studies examining technology effects often use domestic samples, limiting generalizability to international visitors (Pai et al., 2021).

Drawing from the Stimulus-Organism-Response (S-O-R) framework (Mehrabian and Russell, 1974), which recognizes that external stimuli influence internal evaluative processes that ultimately drive behavioral responses, we conceptualize PGP, PTI, and PV as environmental stimuli (S). These stimuli shape tourists’ cognitive and affective evaluations (O - TS and TE), which in turn determine their behavioral response (R - RI). Government policies encompassing visa regulations, infrastructure development, safety protocols, and promotional campaigns directly impact destination accessibility, cost, quality, and perceived security at heritage sites and beyond (Khan et al., 2020; Tang, 2017; Zhang and Ju, 2021). Simultaneously, digital technology integration, including mobile payment systems, smart tourism infrastructure, and comprehensive digital platforms, fundamentally reshapes how tourists plan, navigate, experience, and evaluate destinations, including their engagement with heritage attractions (Pencarelli, 2020; Xiang and Fesenmaier, 2017). These macro-level factors operate through tourists’ PV assessments, defined as consumers’ overall evaluation of utility based on perceptions of benefits received versus costs incurred (Tanrikulu, 2021; Zeithaml, 1988).

China presents a compelling case study for this integrated examination, given its distinctive policy-technology environment that international tourists must navigate, especially when visiting its numerous and diverse World Heritage Sites. The country’s pronounced government influence on tourism development, combined with exceptionally high technological adoption, particularly in mobile services and digital payment systems, creates conditions unlike any other major destination (Leung et al., 2019). The country has recently issued payment and smart tourism directives requiring key attractions and hotels to accept foreign bank cards and retain cash windows, while implementing multi-ministry plans to accelerate smart-tourism deployment (Chen et al., 2024). This unique context provides an ideal setting to examine how integrated macro-level enablers influence international tourist behavior, particularly in shaping the unique experiential aspects of heritage tourism.

Therefore, this study aims to develop and empirically test an integrated model investigating the interconnected roles of PGP, PTI, and PV in driving international tourist RI to China’s World Heritage Sites. This research contributes by: (1) providing empirical evidence for direct and mediated pathways from macro-level enablers to behavioral intentions in heritage tourism, (2) demonstrating the differential roles of TS and TE as mediating mechanisms, and (3) offering practical insights for destination management in technologically advanced, policy-influenced tourism environments.

Based on the identified research gaps and theoretical framework, this study seeks to answer the following research questions:


RQ1: How do PGP, PTI, and PV directly influence international tourists’ RI to China’s World Heritage Sites?
RQ2: How do PGP, PTI, and PV indirectly influence international tourists’ RI through TS and TE?
RQ3: What are the differential mediating roles of TS and TE in the relationships between PGP, PTI, PV, and international tourists’ RI?




2 Review of literature


2.1 Tourist revisit intention

The intention of tourists to revisit a destination is a critical indicator of its success and long-term viability (Baghirov et al., 2023; Rasoolimanesh et al., 2025). Representing a deeper form of destination loyalty than first-time visits (Oppermann, 2000), revisit intention translates into significant economic benefits through reduced marketing expenditure and powerful word-of-mouth endorsements (Foroudi et al., 2021; Kozak and Rimmington, 2000). The drivers of this intention are manifold, but converge significantly on positive prior evaluations of the trip (Chi and Qu, 2008). Research conducted in Asian contexts, including studies focusing on or including China, consistently validates the pivotal role of favorable past experiences and satisfaction in cultivating the desire among international tourists to return (Jebbouri et al., 2021; Liu et al., 2017; Nguyen-Viet et al., 2025; Rasoolimanesh et al., 2022), setting the stage for understanding the factors that build these positive evaluations.



2.2 The roles of satisfaction and experience

TS is an organismic post-consumption appraisal of the visit, integrating cognitive and affective evaluations formed during the experience, and is consistently associated with favorable behavioral intentions (Krey et al., 2023; Thanikkad and Kumar, 2022). Satisfaction arises from the match between anticipated and delivered experiences (Parasuraman et al., 1988). It serves as a crucial psychological outcome, mediating the effects of service quality and perceived value on behavioral intentions (Ghorbanzadeh et al., 2021; Saut and Bie, 2024). In China, factors like service quality, cultural experiences, and perceived safety significantly determine international tourists’ satisfaction levels (Chi and Qu, 2009; Chi et al., 2020; Sparks and Browning, 2011; Xie et al., 2021). High tourist satisfaction directly fosters revisit intentions. The tourist experience encompasses the holistic, multi-dimensional engagement during travel, involving cognitive, affective, sensory, and behavioral dimensions that create memorable moments (de Freitas Coelho et al., 2018; Godovykh and Tasci, 2020). Elements like novelty, authenticity, and local interaction significantly shape experience quality (Jebbouri et al., 2022; Yang et al., 2023), Technology (Neuhofer et al., 2014). For China, with its blend of historical sites and modern cityscapes, cultural and environmental experience quality is paramount (Vaccaro and Beltran, 2007). Positive experiences contribute to satisfaction and influence destination recommendations and revisit intentions (Chen et al., 2020).



2.3 Perceived value

PV is the traveler’s overall cognitive/affective assessment of the benefits–costs trade-off of the visit, i.e., an internal evaluation rather than an external condition (Shih et al., 2024). It represents tourists’ overall assessment of net utility derived from their trip, based on cognitive trade-offs between perceived benefits and sacrifices (Zeithaml, 1988). In tourism, benefits are multifaceted, spanning functional quality (efficient transport, comfortable lodging), emotional rewards (enjoyment, relaxation), social gains (connection, prestige), and intellectual enrichment (learning, cultural understanding) (Carvache-Franco et al., 2022; Oriade and Schofield, 2019; Petrick, 2002). Sacrifices encompass monetary costs, time investments, physical and mental effort, and perceived risks (Gallarza-Granizo et al., 2020). International tourists evaluating China trips engage in this calculus, weighing unique cultural offerings and modern conveniences against travel complexity, communication barriers, costs, and navigation challenges (Tian et al., 2021). Research consistently affirms PV’s multi-dimensional nature and its role as an antecedent to satisfaction and behavioral intentions (Leckie et al., 2018; Lee, 2020).



2.4 Perceived technology integration

China’s advanced technological landscape significantly impacts international visitors’ tourism experiences (Buhalis and Sinarta, 2019; Zhou and Sotiriadis, 2021). Several key technologies shape the tourist journey: ubiquitous mobile payment systems streamline transactions but create barriers for unfamiliar visitors, affecting perceived effort and convenience (Zhao and Bacao, 2021); China’s extensive high-speed rail network and ride-hailing apps enhance accessibility and efficiency, reducing time costs and boosting perceived functional value (Li et al., 2022). Integrated super-apps like WeChat consolidate services but require adaptation from users accustomed to different digital ecosystems (Harwit, 2017). Furthermore, Smart tourism initiatives using AI, big data, and IoT personalize services and manage crowds, though perceived effectiveness varies (Rane et al., 2023; Wang et al., 2022). Additionally, the dense online information environment and visible surveillance technology influence pre-trip expectations, navigation, and perceptions of safety and privacy (Majeed et al., 2020; Martins et al., 2025). From a user acceptance perspective (Venkatesh et al., 2012), tourists’ perceptions of these technologies’ utility, ease of use, and facilitating conditions directly influence their perceived value and overall experience quality assessment.



2.5 Perceived government policies

Government policies play a prominent role in structuring China’s tourism industry and influencing international visitor experiences (Gao et al., 2022; Yan et al., 2022). Through the Stimulus-Organism-Response (S-O-R) framework, various policies act as formal mechanisms shaping the tourism environment. Visa regulations, including recent facilitation measures and visa-free transit, directly impact perceived accessibility and initial effort costs (Gu, 2024). State-led infrastructure investments in transport, accommodation, and communication networks enhance functional quality and reach of tourism offerings (Arlt, 2006; Liu, 2020). Government-directed nation branding and destination marketing campaigns cultivate China’s international image and influence tourist expectations (Zhang and Hitchcock, 2017). Safety, security, and public health policies directly shape perceptions of risk and well-being, with visible enforcement potentially enhancing security feelings, particularly important post-pandemic (Cui et al., 2016; Godovykh et al., 2021). Regional development strategies promoting areas like Hainan or the Greater Bay Area create concentrated tourism zones with unique service levels (Yu, 2024; Zhang and Ju, 2021). Cultural heritage and environmental protection policies influence perceived quality, authenticity, and sustainability of tourism assets (Ye et al., 2024; Zhao et al., 2024). International tourists’ perceptions of these policies, whether enabling and quality-enhancing or restrictive and detrimental, significantly influence their overall perceived value and satisfaction levels (Chi et al., 2020; Regalado-Pezúa et al., 2023).

The proposed research model (Figure 1) provides a comprehensive framework for analyzing the drivers of international tourist RI. Accordingly, the model specifies PV, PGP, and PTI as stimuli influencing organismic states (TS, TE), which in turn shape the response (RI), yielding both organism→response links and indirect stimulus→organism→response paths. These factors are hypothesized to influence tourist outcomes through both direct and indirect pathways. The model examines how these initial perceptions impact RI directly through cognitive and evaluative shortcuts and indirectly through their influence on TS and overall TE, which serve as mediating variables. By empirically testing these comprehensive direct and indirect relationships simultaneously, this research aims to provide a nuanced understanding of contemporary destination loyalty determinants. This framework is particularly relevant for dynamic tourism contexts like China, characterized by significant governmental influence on the operational environment and rapidly advancing technological integration. The study anticipates yielding valuable theoretical contributions by illuminating the complex interplay between external perceptions (policies, technology, value), internal evaluations (satisfaction, experience), and future travel behavior within a unified model. Furthermore, the research seeks to provide practical insights for tourism stakeholders, particularly those operating within or targeting the Chinese international tourism market. The findings will inform strategies for fostering sustained visitation by effectively managing policy impacts, technology integration, perceived value, and the resulting tourist experiences and satisfaction.
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FIGURE 1
 Conceptual framework.





3 Hypothesis development


3.1 Perceived tourism enablers vs. revisit intention

Within the S-O-R framework, while organismic states such as satisfaction and experience are crucial mediators, it is also theoretically plausible that certain powerful and salient environmental stimuli can exert a direct influence on behavioral responses without necessarily requiring full cognitive or affective processing through internal states. This aligns with the S-O-R model’s accommodation of “nontrace” stimulus–response events (Bigne et al., 2020; Jacoby, 2002), where immediate or foundational stimuli can trigger direct behavioral predispositions. Such direct pathways are particularly relevant for fundamental attributes that address core tourist needs or significantly streamline the travel process. PGP, particularly those related to safety, security, and accessibility, directly impacts tourists’ foundational perceptions of destination reliability and appeal. Positive perceptions of these policies establish a strong initial impression, acting as a direct stimulus that may immediately foster confidence and willingness to return. This direct response is theorized to occur because these policies address fundamental preconditions for travel, thereby directly shaping revisit decisions by creating a secure and accessible environment (Nguyen Viet et al., 2020; Prayag et al., 2013; Seetanah et al., 2020). High PTI can directly enhance the practicality and desirability of a destination visit. When technology offers notable utility and convenience, such as seamless payments or efficient navigation, it reduces friction and effort, creating an immediate positive impact on tourists’ assessment of destination travel-friendliness. This direct functional value is expected to facilitate positive behavioral responses in the form of revisit intention, as tourists are often drawn to efficient and effortless travel experiences (Chen et al., 2024; Pai et al., 2021). PV, conceptualized as a cognitive assessment of benefits relative to sacrifices, functions as a direct rational stimulus influencing future behavior. When tourists perceive excellent value for their investment, this positive assessment acts as a compelling, unmediated driver for revisit intention. This direct link is theorized to arise from rational utility calculations, providing immediate justification for repeating a positive experience without necessarily requiring full processing through satisfaction or holistic experience evaluation (Ahn and Kwon, 2020; Calza et al., 2020; Cronin et al., 2000). Examining these direct paths is crucial for determining full or partial mediation and understanding how foundational destination attributes directly shape tourists’ future intentions. Therefore:


H1: PGP positively influences RI.
H2: PTI positively influences RI.
H3: PV positively influences RI.




3.2 Perceived tourism enablers vs. mediators

PGP represents a fundamental environmental stimulus within the S-O-R framework, influencing tourists’ internal organismic states across several dimensions. Favorable government policies concerning safety, infrastructure, and services provide a foundation of reliability and quality, contributing to smoother, safer, and more predictable trips. When positively perceived, these policies enhance tourist satisfaction by meeting fundamental expectations for well-managed destinations (Chen and Tsai, 2007; Duan et al., 2020; Kim and Jeong, 2024). Beyond satisfaction, policies promoting cultural preservation, environmental protection, and event organization create richer, more structured environments that facilitate deeper engagement and immersion, thereby enhancing the overall tourist experience (Akhshik et al., 2023; Suhartanto et al., 2021). Simultaneously, technology offering interactive content, real-time information, and immersive digital elements fosters deeper engagement and discovery, leading to more memorable and enriching tourist experiences (Morosan and DeFranco, 2016; Shariffuddin et al., 2023). PV operates as a significant stimulus impacting internal evaluative states through tourists’ cognitive assessment of net utility derived from comparing benefits to costs. High perceived value acts as a positive stimulus driving favorable cognitive and affective appraisals, fundamentally enhancing satisfaction through the feeling of receiving good value for investment (Chen and Chen, 2010; Jeong and Kim, 2020). This value perception extends beyond functional benefits to include emotional rewards, intrinsically enhancing the psychological richness of the trip and contributing to more positive and enriching overall experiences (Oliver, 1980; Yang et al., 2023). These stimulus-organism relationships demonstrate how external destination attributes are processed through tourists’ internal evaluative mechanisms, establishing the theoretical foundation for examining their ultimate influence on behavioral responses.


H2a: PGP positively influences TS.
H2b: PTI positively influences TS.
H2c: PV positively influences TS.
H3a: PGP positively influences TE.
H3b: PTI positively influences TE.
H3c: PV positively influences TE.




3.3 Mediators vs. revisit intention

Within the S–O–R framework, TS and TE function as organismic states through which destination stimuli are appraised and translated into behavioral responses. PGP, PTI, and PV serve as stimuli that shape visitors’ cognitive and affective evaluations during and after their visit, which in turn determine their response through RI. TS serves as a fundamental driver of post-consumption behavioral intentions. When tourists develop positive internal appraisals of their trip, this satisfied state fosters favorable attitudes toward the destination, directly predicting stronger intentions to revisit. Extensive empirical evidence consistently demonstrates that satisfied tourists translate their positive evaluations into significantly higher revisit intentions (Chi et al., 2020; Godovykh and Tasci, 2020; Xie et al., 2021; Yang et al., 2023; Yoon and Uysal, 2005). Beyond satisfaction, TE represents a more encompassing organismic state characterized by the full spectrum of emotional, sensory, and psychological engagement with a destination. These multidimensional experiential encounters create deeper psychological connections and stronger affective bonds with places. This holistic internal processing is theorized to generate more robust behavioral dispositions for revisit intention compared to satisfaction alone, as tourists seek to re-engage with destinations that have provided deeply meaningful and transformative experiences (Amissah et al., 2021; Prayag et al., 2017).


H4: TS positively influences RI.
H5: TE positively influences RI.




3.4 Mediation effects of satisfaction and experience

Building on the Stimulus-Organism-Response (S-O-R) model (Bagozzi, 1986; Mehrabian and Russell, 1974), we examine how destination-level stimuli—PGP, PTI, and PV—shape organismic states (TS; TE) that drive the response (RI). Following Jacoby (2002)’s reconceptualization of S-O-R, which accommodates automatic processing and allows “nontrace” stimulus–response events, we estimate both indirect (S → O → R) and direct (S → R) paths (Bigne et al., 2020). This specification acknowledges that destination stimuli may also activate immediate or feasibility-based behavioral tendencies that are not fully captured by measured organismic states. The mediation effects are crucial to test empirically, as they reveal the underlying mechanisms and relative importance of different pathways within this integrated framework and specific cultural context. TE also serves as a mediating mechanism between external stimuli and behavioral responses. Effective PGP creates structured and supportive environments that enable richer, more engaging tourist experiences, which create deeper psychological connections and foster stronger revisit intentions (Pai et al., 2020; Tran, 2025). Advanced PTI provides interactive and immersive opportunities that significantly enrich the overall tourist experience, with these heightened and memorable experiences becoming powerful drivers of revisit intention through stronger affective bonds (Akhshik et al., 2023; Suhartanto et al., 2021). Additionally, the perception of receiving good value extends beyond cognitive assessment to evoke positive emotions that intrinsically enrich the overall tourist experience, fostering stronger desires to return (Rasoolimanesh et al., 2022; Torabi et al., 2022). These mediation pathways demonstrate how external destination stimuli operate through tourists’ internal evaluative and experiential processes to influence behavioral intentions, establishing multiple S → O → R pathways within the theoretical framework.


H6a: TS mediates the effect of PGP on RI.
H6b: TS mediates the effect of PTI on RI.
H6c: TS mediates the effect of PV on RI.
H7a: TE mediates the effect of PGP on RI.
H7b: TE mediates the effect of PTI on RI.
H7c: TE mediates the effect of PV on RI.





4 Methodology


4.1 Research design

This study employed a quantitative, cross-sectional survey design to investigate the relationships among PGP, PTI, PV, TS, TE, and RI among international tourists visiting China. The cross-sectional approach captured real-time tourist perceptions during active engagement with the tourism experience, providing immediate access to fresh evaluations while minimizing recall bias (Bryman, 2016); Operating within a positivist paradigm, the research employs validated measurement principles to test theoretically derived hypotheses through a deductive approach. Face-to-face surveys were selected over online alternatives to achieve higher response rates, enable immediate clarification of questions, and reduce measurement error through trained interviewer oversight (Fowler Jr, 2013; Groves et al., 2011). Beijing was selected as the research context due to its status as China’s premier international tourist destination, ensuring high volume and diversity of international visitors while providing a setting where tourists directly encounter government policies and technology integration initiatives. Data collection occurred at three major UNESCO World Heritage Sites: The Forbidden City, Summer Palace, and Temple of Heaven. These sites were chosen because they represent internationally recognized cultural landmarks offering distinct but complementary experiential aspects of Chinese heritage tourism. The Forbidden City, a vast imperial palace, provides an immersive historical journey through ancient architecture, art, and imperial history. The Summer Palace, an exquisite imperial garden, offers scenic beauty, traditional Chinese landscape design, and a blend of natural and cultural elements. The Temple of Heaven, a complex of imperial temples, provides insights into ancient religious rituals and architectural symbolism. Collectively, these sites offer a rich tapestry of historical, cultural, architectural, and natural heritage experiences, where tourists encounter Chinese government policies related to heritage management and technology integration while forming comprehensive satisfaction and experience evaluations (Su and Wall, 2014; Timothy and Boyd, 2003).



4.2 Population and sample size

The target population was comprised of international tourists (non-Chinese nationals holding foreign passports, aged 18+) who were completing leisure visits to mainland China. Given the absence of comprehensive sampling frames for international tourists, systematic convenience sampling was employed as the most viable method for accessing this mobile population. The systematic protocol required approaching every fifth potential participant during designated peak times across different days, incorporating systematic elements to reduce selection bias while enhancing sample diversity. Peak time sampling captured temporal diversity in tourist populations with different travel patterns and cultural backgrounds. While this non-probability sampling method limits statistical generalization to the entire population of international tourists visiting China, the systematic elements and large sample size (n = 508) provide sufficient analytical power for examining construct relationships and developing theoretical insights applicable to similar tourism contexts. This approach aligns with established tourism research practices where probability sampling is often impractical due to mobile tourist populations (Allaberganov and Preko, 2022; Masroor and Shiva, 2024; Patwary et al., 2022; Zheng et al., 2024).



4.3 Data collection procedure

Data were collected using a structured questionnaire incorporating validated measurement scales with seven-point Likert scales. The English-language questionnaire commenced with screening questions, followed by construct measurements, and concluded with demographic information. Data collection occurred over 2 weeks (April 15–29, 2025) during typical spring tourist patterns. Data collectors received comprehensive training on study objectives, sampling procedures, ethical guidelines, and questionnaire administration. A systematic convenience sampling approach was employed by trained data collectors following a pre-defined schedule to ensure systematic selection. “Peak times” were defined based on typical visitor flow data for each site, generally between 10:00 a.m.–1:00 p.m. and 2:00 p.m.–5:00 p.m. These times represent the highest concentrations of international visitors, increasing the likelihood of encountering the target population. Tourists were approached while they were still present within the heritage site, typically during breaks in their exploration (e.g., resting, having a snack, or between major attractions), ensuring their perceptions were fresh from their ongoing experience, but not interrupting their core engagement with the sites. Ethical approval was obtained from the Inner Mongolia University of Finance and Economics Ethics Committee, with procedures aligned to Declaration of Helsinki principles. Participants were informed about the study’s academic purpose, assured of anonymity and confidentiality, and provided verbal informed consent. Tourists completed questionnaires independently, with data collectors available for clarification. Quality control measures included daily questionnaire reviews and systematic response pattern monitoring.



4.4 Measures

All constructs were measured using multi-item scales, primarily adapted from previously validated instruments to ensure content validity. Unless otherwise specified, all scales employed a seven-point Likert format (1 = Strongly Disagree, 7 = Strongly Agree), consistent with common practice in tourism and marketing research (Cronin et al., 2000; Petrick, 2002). Table 1 provides a detailed overview of the scales used, including item wording and source citations. For constructs where context-specific measurement was required, namely PGP and PTI, careful adaptation or development of items was undertaken. As no universally validated scale exists for tourist perceptions of destination-specific policies, items for PGP were developed based on a review of relevant literature on policy impacts on international tourism (Weng et al., 2023; Xie et al., 2021). These items were designed to capture tourist perceptions across key policy areas relevant to the international visitor experience in China, including aspects of visa/entry processes, safety/security measures, and infrastructure quality. PTI items were adapted from established technology acceptance models, primarily UTAUT2 (Venkatesh et al., 2012) and the SOR model (Kim et al., 2020), focusing on Performance Expectancy (utilitarian effectiveness of technological offerings), Effort Expectancy (ease of use and interaction with technological infrastructure), and Hedonic Motivation (intrinsic enjoyment derived from technology engagement). These dimensions were selected for their robust ability to predict user attitudes and behavioral intentions toward technology in China’s distinctive digital environment. Scales for other constructs were adapted from well-established sources in tourism and marketing literature: PV was measured using items from the multi-dimensional SERV-PERVAL scale (Petrick, 2002; Sweeney and Soutar, 2001), covering quality, emotional, and monetary dimensions; Overall TS was assessed using widely used tourism satisfaction scales (Chi and Qu, 2008; Cronin et al., 2000), Overall Quality of TE was captured using items drawing from engaging travel experience literature (Kim et al., 2012), and RI were measured using standard behavioral intention items (Um et al., 2006; Yoon and Uysal, 2005).


TABLE 1 Constructs and scales items.


	Construct
	Items
	Source

 

 	Perceived government policies 	PGP1: During my trip in China, I perceived a high level of tourist safety and security
 PGP2: The tourism administrative services in China are effective (e.g., Visa application process, entry and exit procedures)
 PGP3: During my trip in China, convenient tourism public information was generally available
 PGP4: During my trip in China, access to public cultural attractions (like museums or heritage sites) was well-facilitated
 PGP5: During my trip to China, performing leisure activities such as shopping, adventure, roaming, and photography felt safe 	(Weng et al., 2023; Xie et al., 2021)


 	PGP6: During my trip in China, police officers seemed to actively maintain a safe environment
 PGP7: During my trip in China, local cleanliness and hygiene standards seemed well-maintained


 	Perceived technology integration 	PTI1: Using technology (apps, mobile payments, etc.) significantly helped me achieve my travel goals in China 	(Kim et al., 2020; Venkatesh et al., 2012)


 	PTI2: The technology available made navigating and experiencing China more efficient


 	PTI3: Learning to use the necessary travel technologies in China was easy for me


 	PTI4: The technological systems for tourists in China seemed straightforward to use


 	PTI5: Using travel-related technology in China was enjoyable


 	PTI6: I had adequate access to necessary technological resources (e.g., Wi-Fi, charging) during my trip in China


 	PTI7: China seemed technologically advanced from a tourist’s perspective


 	Perceived value 	PV1: The overall quality of my travel experience in China was high 	(Petrick, 2002; Sweeney and Soutar, 2001)


 	PV2: What I received during my trip to China was of high standard


 	PV3: My trip to China was an enjoyable and pleasant experience


 	PV4: Visiting China made me feel good


 	PV5: My trip to China was a good value for the money I spent


 	PV6: Compared to other similar international destinations, China offered good economic value


 	PV7: The price I paid for this trip to China was acceptable


 	Tourist satisfaction 	TS1: I am very satisfied with my recent trip to China 	(Chi and Qu, 2008; Cronin Jr et al., 2000)


 	TS2: My choice to visit China was a wise one


 	TS3: My experience in China met or exceeded my expectations


 	TS4: Compared to my ideal international vacation, my trip to China was satisfactory


 	TS5: I am happy with my decision to travel to China for this trip


 	Tourist experience 	TE1: My overall experience during my trip to China was excellent 	(Kim et al., 2012)


 	TE2: The experiences I had during my trip in China were engaging and held my attention


 	#TE3: My trip to China provided me with unique and memorable experiences


 	TE4: I found my travel experiences in China to be personally enriching


 	Revisit intention 	RI1: I intend to visit China again in the future 	(Um et al., 2006; Yoon and Uysal, 2005)


 	RI2: It is likely that I will revisit China as a tourist within the next (e.g., 5) years


 	RI3: I would recommend visiting China as a tourist destination to my friends and relatives


 	RI4: I will likely say positive things about visiting China to other people




 



4.5 Data analysis

Data analysis proceeded in two stages. First, preliminary data exploration, including descriptive statistics and initial reliability tests, was conducted using IBM SPSS Statistics 28.0. For the central part of our analysis, we employed PLS-SEM using SmartPLS 4.0 software. PLS-SEM is a robust, variance-based multivariate technique, fundamentally different from simple correlational analysis, and was chosen for its suitability in analyzing complex causal relationships involving latent variables, estimating both direct and indirect effects, and its predictive orientation which aligns with our theory development aims. It is particularly effective for examining models like our S-O-R framework and is appropriate for our data due to its less stringent distributional assumptions (Hair et al., 2017). Throughout the process, we carefully evaluated both the measurement and structural models, as well as the mediating and moderating effects, following the established protocols for PLS-SEM outlined by Hair and Alamer (2022).



4.6 Sample profile

The sample comprised 508 individuals represented in Table 2, with a gender distribution of 52.6% male, 34.8% female, 1.6% non-binary, and 11.0% preferring not to disclose. Age distribution was relatively balanced across middle-aged categories, with the largest cohorts in the 35–44 (19.9%), 45–54 (19.3%), and 25–34 (18.7%) age brackets. Geographically, participants represented 11 countries, with the UK (10.02%), India (9.8%), Brazil (8.1%), and Canada (8.9%) comprising the largest segments. The sample demonstrated high educational attainment: 26.2% reported some university/college education. Annual household income varied considerably, with the largest group earning $20,000–$49,999 (20.3%). Travel companion preferences were diverse: family including children (20.3%), friends (15.7%), business colleagues/clients (15.0%), and partner/spouse (14.8%) represented the primary categories. Leisure/vacation was the predominant purpose of visits (46.9%), followed by business (16.9%) and education/study (11.2%). Regarding visit frequency to China, 36.4% were first-time visitors, while 63.6% visited China twice or more, suggesting substantial repeat visitation patterns.


TABLE 2 Sample characteristics (N = 508).


	Variable
	Categories
	Frequencies (f)
	Percentage (%)

 

 	Gender 	Male 	267 	52.6


 	Female 	177 	34.8


 	Non-binary 	8 	1.6


 	Prefer not to say 	56 	11.0


 	Total 	508 	100.0


 	Age 	18–24 	66 	13.0


 	25–34 	95 	18.7


 	35–44 	101 	19.9


 	45–54 	98 	19.3


 	55–64 	84 	16.5


 	65+ 	64 	12.6


 	Total 	508 	100.0


 	Country of residence 	United States 	33 	6.5


 	Singapore 	26 	5.1


 	Australia 	34 	6.7


 	Brazil 	41 	8.1


 	Germany 	29 	5.7


 	Japan 	25 	4.9


 	France 	38 	7.5


 	India 	50 	9.8


 	UK 	52 	10.2


 	Canada 	45 	8.9


 	Spain 	24 	4.7


 	Others 	111 	21.9


 	Total 	508 	100


 	Education level 	High school diploma or equivalent 	14 	2.8


 	Less than high school diploma 	33 	6.5


 	Some university/college 	133 	26.2


 	Bachelor’s degree 	109 	21.5


 	Master’s degree 	67 	13.2


 	Doctoral degree 	79 	15.6


 	Prefer not to say 	73 	14.4


 	Total 	508 	100.0


 	Annual household income 	Under $20,000 	90 	17.7


 	20,000–$49,999 	103 	20.3


 	$50,000–$99,999 	80 	15.7


 	$100,000–$149,999 	77 	15.2


 	$150,000 or more 	85 	16.7


 	Prefer not to say 	73 	14.4


 	Total 	508 	100.0


 	Travel companion 	Alone 	36 	7.1


 	With partner/spouse 	75 	14.8


 	With family (including children) 	103 	20.3


 	With friends 	80 	15.7


 	As part of an organized tour group 	70 	13.8


 	For business (with colleagues/clients) 	76 	15.0


 	Total 	68 	13.4


 	Other 	508 	100.0


 	Purpose of visit 	Leisure/vacation 	238 	46.9


 	Visiting friends/relatives (VFR) 	2 	0.4


 	Business 	86 	16.9


 	Education/study 	57 	11.2


 	Transit/stopover 	5 	1.0


 	Other 	120 	23.6


 	Total 	508 	100.0


 	Number of visits to China 	First visit 	185 	36.4


 	2 visits 	231 	45.5


 	2–5 visits 	71 	14.0


 	6 or more visits 	21 	4.1


 	Total 	508 	100.0




 



4.7 Data reliability

Prior to the main data collection, the initial pool of items, including newly developed ones, underwent a two-stage refinement process. First, items were reviewed by a panel of 5 academics with expertise in tourism/marketing and/or China studies for clarity, relevance to the context, and content coverage. Based on their feedback, item wording and structure were refined. Second, a pilot test was conducted with a sample of 20 international visitors fitting the target population criteria. The pilot aimed to assess the scales’ clarity, comprehensibility, and initial reliability. Based on pilot feedback, minor adjustments were made to the final questionnaire. These adjustments primarily involved rephrasing a few ambiguous item wordings for improved clarity for international respondents and simplifying some sentence structures to enhance comprehensibility. Preliminary reliability analysis from the pilot also confirmed the internal consistency of the scales, leading to confidence in their suitability for the main study. The factor loadings for individual items on their respective constructs ranged from 0.735 to 0.874, with most items exceeding the commonly accepted threshold of 0.70, indicating strong item reliability (Henseler et al., 2015). Specifically, all retained items loaded significantly onto their intended constructs. One item from the Tourist Experience scale (TE3) was removed due to a factor loading below the 0.70 criterion (0.656), enhancing the scale’s psychometric soundness (Khan et al., 2023). Construct reliability was evaluated using Composite Reliability (CR). As shown in Table 3, the CR values for all constructs, PGP (0.924), PTI (0.933), PV (0.941), TE (0.893), TS (0.892), and RI (0.913) exceeded the recommended threshold of 0.70 (Fornell and Larcker, 1981), with most values well above 0.90, demonstrating high internal consistency. Convergent validity was assessed using the Average Variance Extracted (AVE). The AVE values for all constructs ranged between 0.624 and 0.724 and were all above the 0.50 threshold (Fornell and Larcker, 1981), providing robust support for the convergent validity of the scales.


TABLE 3 Reliability and convergent validity.


	Variable
	Items
	Factor loading
	CR (rho_c)
	AVE

 

 	Perceived government policies 	PGP1 	0.780 	0.924 	0.634


 	PGP2 	0.831


 	PGP3 	0.810


 	PGP4 	0.850


 	PGP5 	0.786


 	PGP6 	0.735


 	PGP7 	0.775


 	Perceived technology integration 	PTI1 	0.777 	0.933 	0.666


 	PTI2 	0.759


 	PTI3 	0.805


 	PTI4 	0.863


 	PTI5 	0.851


 	PTI6 	0.869


 	PTI7 	0.782


 	Perceived value 	PV1 	0.846 	0.941 	0.694


 	PV2 	0.843


 	PV3 	0.874


 	PV4 	0.836


 	PV5 	0.780


 	PV6 	0.852


 	PV7 	0.797


 	Tourist experience 	TE1 	0.872 	0.893 	0.678


 	TE2 	0.862


 	TE3 	0.656#


 	TE4 	0.882


 	Tourist satisfaction 	TS1 	0.848 	0.892 	0.624


 	TS2 	0.779


 	TS3 	0.778


 	TS4 	0.795


 	TS5 	0.746


 	Revisit intention 	RI1 	0.850 	0.913 	0.724


 	RI2 	0.863


 	RI3 	0.870


 	RI4 	0.819





# has been dropped due to factor loading <0.7.
 



4.8 Discriminant validity

Discriminant validity was assessed using the Heterotrait-Monotrait Ratio of Correlations (HTMT) to confirm that the constructs were empirically distinct from one another (Henseler et al., 2015). Table 4 presents the HTMT values for all pairs of constructs. All HTMT values were below the conservative threshold of 0.90, ranging from 0.777 to 0.884. While some values were slightly above the more stringent 0.85 threshold, they remained below 0.90, which is widely considered acceptable, providing sufficient evidence that the constructs are distinct in this research context (Kline, 2023). The measurement model demonstrated robust reliability and validity, confirming the appropriateness of the scales and constructs for testing the hypothesized structural relationships.


TABLE 4 Discriminant validity (HTMT).


	Variables
	PTI
	PGP
	PV
	RI
	TE
	TS

 

 	PTI 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	PGP 	0.792 	 	 	 	 	


 	PV 	0.777 	0.884 	 	 	 	


 	RI 	0.859 	0.862 	0.842 	 	 	


 	TE 	0.814 	0.828 	0.839 	0.873 	 	


 	TS 	0.847 	0.869 	0.815 	0.883 	0.809 	





Shaded boxes represent the standard reporting format for HTMT procedure.
 




5 Results

This section presents the empirical findings from the Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) analysis, structured to first confirm the robustness of the measurement model and then evaluate the hypothesized relationships within the structural model.


5.1 Measurement model

The structural model demonstrated strong explanatory power (R2), accounting for 76.0% of variance in RI, 68.4% in TS, and 65.0% in TE. Variance Inflation Factors ranged from 2.361 to 4.823, indicating no multicollinearity concerns. All hypothesized relationships were supported (Table 3; Figure 2). Consistent with our theoretical propositions, all three tourism enablers demonstrated significant direct positive influences on RI. PTI emerged as the strongest direct predictor (β = 0.226, p < 0.001), indicating its potent role in directly shaping tourists’ desire to return. This was closely followed by PGP (β = 0.125, p = 0.026) and PV (β = 0.120, p = 0.018). These findings provide robust empirical support for H1, H2, and H3, respectively, confirming the presence of direct S → R pathways in our S-O-R model. All three external enablers were found to be significant positive predictors of Tourist Satisfaction (TS), reaffirming their role in shaping tourists’ cognitive and affective evaluations. PTI demonstrated the strongest influence on TS (β = 0.408, p < 0.001), followed by PGP (β = 0.354, p < 0.001), and PV (β = 0.134, p = 0.017). These results provide strong support for H2a, H2b, and H2c. Similarly, TE was significantly and positively influenced by all proposed enablers. PTI again showed a substantial impact (β = 0.339, p < 0.001), with PV also exhibiting a strong effect (β = 0.314, p < 0.001), and PGP contributing significantly (β = 0.223, p = 0.002). This provides clear evidence in support of H3a, H3b, and H3c. Both organismic states, TS and TE, were found to be significant positive predictors of Revisit Intention (RI). Notably, TS exhibited a stronger direct influence on RI (β = 0.306, p < 0.001) compared to TE (β = 0.196, p < 0.001). These findings confirm H4 and H5, respectively, highlighting the critical role of internal evaluations in driving future travel behavior. Significant indirect effects were observed for all three enablers through TS. PTI exerted a significant indirect effect (β = 0.125, p = 0.014), as did PGP (β = 0.108, p = 0.014), and PV (β = 0.041, p = 0.025). These results collectively support H6a, H6b, and H6c. Similarly, all enablers demonstrated significant indirect effects through TE. PTI showed a notable indirect effect (β = 0.066, p = 0.001), alongside PV (β = 0.061, p = 0.004), and PGP (β = 0.044, p = 0.002). These findings provide strong support for H7a, H7b, and H7c. Given the concurrent presence of significant direct effects (S → R) and significant indirect effects (S → O → R) for all pathways from tourism enablers to RI, partial mediation was confirmed for every relationship, underscoring the complex and multifaceted nature of how these factors influence revisit intentions (Table 5; Figure 2).

[image: Structural equation model diagram demonstrating the relationships between perceived government policies, perceived technology integration, and perceived value, with tourist satisfaction, tourist experience, and revisit intention. Arrows indicate causal pathways, with corresponding numerical coefficients showing the strength of relationships between variables like policy, technology, value, satisfaction, experience, and intention.]

FIGURE 2
 Structural modal.



TABLE 5 Structural model—hypothesis testing.


	Hypotheses
	Direct effect β
	Indirect effect β
	Std error
	R2
	P
	BCI LL
 (2.5%)
	BCI UL
 (97.5%)
	VIF
	Decision

 

 	H1. PGP→RI 	0.125 	– 	0.020 	0.760 	0.026 	0.026 	0.239 	4.823 	Supported


 	H2. PTI→RI 	0.226 	– 	0.000 	0.149 	0.302 	3.190 	Supported


 	H3. PV→RI 	0.120 	– 	0.018 	0.022 	0.210 	4.354 	Supported


 	H2a. PGP→TS 	0.354 	– 	0.023 	0.684 	0.000 	0.240 	0.469 	4.333 	Supported


 	H2b. PTI→TS 	0.408 	– 	0.000 	0.322 	0.494 	2.361 	Supported


 	H2c. PV→TS 	0.134 	– 	0.017 	0.030 	0.239 	2.438 	Supported


 	H3a. PGP→TE 	0.223 	– 	0.030 	0.650 	0.002 	0.095 	0.351 	4.333 	Supported


 	H3b. PTI→TE 	0.339 	– 	0.000 	0.259 	0.423 	2.361 	Supported


 	H3c. PV→TE 	0.314 	– 	0.000 	0.187 	0.432 	4.147 	Supported


 	H4. TS→RI 	0.306 	– 	– 	– 	0.000 	0.236 	0.381 	3.124 	Supported


 	H5. TE→RI 	0.196 	– 	– 	– 	0.000 	0.120 	0.272 	2.720 	Supported


 	H6a. PGP→TS→RI 	– 	0.108 	– 	– 	0.014 	0.069 	0.154 	– 	Supported


 	H6b. PTI→TS→RI 	– 	0.125 	– 	– 	0.014 	0.087 	0.168 	– 	Supported


 	H6c. PV→TS→RI 	– 	0.041 	– 	– 	0.025 	0.008 	0.077 	– 	Supported


 	H7a. PGP→TE→RI 	– 	0.044 	– 	– 	0.002 	0.019 	0.069 	– 	Supported


 	H7b. PTI→TE→RI 	– 	0.066 	– 	– 	0.001 	0.036 	0.103 	– 	Supported


 	H7c. PV→TE→RI 	– 	0.061 	– 	– 	0.004 	0.028 	0.102 	– 	Supported





β = Path Coefficient, Std Error = Standard Deviation, R2 = Variance proportion in endogenous variable because of exogenous variable, p = Confidence Level, BCI LL, Bias-Corrected Confidence Intervals Lower Limit (2.5%) BCI UL, Bias-Corrected Confidence Intervals Upper Limit (97.5%).
 




6 Discussion

The comprehensive support for all hypothesized relationships provides strong empirical validation. Consistent with the S–O–R framework, the effects of PGP, PTI, and PV on RI operate in part indirectly through the organismic states of TS and TE. Importantly, all three enablers also demonstrated significant direct effects on RI, with PTI showing the strongest direct influence. This challenges more traditional, purely linear models of consumer behavior (e.g., a simple satisfaction-loyalty chain), which often posit that external factors only influence behavioral intentions through fully mediated pathways via internal evaluations. Instead, our findings align with the reconceptualization of the S-O-R model that accommodates “nontrace” stimulus–response events (Bigne et al., 2020; Jacoby, 2002), revealing that prominent external enablers can bypass immediate satisfaction or experience processing and directly trigger RI (Cronin et al., 2000; Seetanah et al., 2020; Tran, 2025). In China’s context, this direct influence pathway is particularly evident. Tourists encountering China’s unique digital ecosystem, featuring integrated super apps for diverse services, may immediately perceive an exciting opportunity for future engagement, leading to a direct “I want to return to explore more of this technology” thought before fully processing their overall trip satisfaction. Similarly, visible government investments in high-speed rail, modern infrastructure, and efficient tourism policies can create immediate “future opportunity” or “ease of return” perceptions that directly motivate revisit intentions, especially for those drawn to the country’s rich World Heritage Sites.

Addressing the profound role of technology, PTI emerged as the strongest predictor of both TS and TE. This finding strongly supports recent calls to recognize technology’s central and transformative role in modern tourism experiences (Buhalis and Sinarta, 2019; Neuhofer et al., 2014; Pai et al., 2020; Shariffuddin et al., 2023; Zhou and Sotiriadis, 2021). and indeed, significantly extends existing literature that often positions technology as merely a supporting tool or an environmental antecedent rather than a dominant force. In contrast, some studies highlight cultural or natural attractions as primary drivers (An et al., 2024; Cranmer et al., 2020; Dang and Nguyen, 2023; Tussyadiah and Wang, 2016). Our results from a technologically advanced context like China suggest a fundamental shift. Here, the integrated digital ecosystem creates a unique tourism experience where technology is not just an enabler, but becomes an intrinsic part of the cultural encounter itself. Tourists can seamlessly navigate using mobile payments for everything from street food to luxury hotels, access comprehensive services through super apps combining messaging, payments, bookings, translation, and navigation, and engage with smart tourism features like digital tickets and AI recommendations at attractions. This digital infrastructure does not merely solve travel problems; it fundamentally transforms the tourism experience by enabling instant social sharing, augmented reality features, and location-based discoveries.

Beyond tourist facilitation, the profound integration of technology also carries significant implications for heritage sites themselves. Digital ticketing and real-time visitor monitoring systems, for instance, are crucial tools for crowd management and physical preservation at sensitive historical landmarks. Augmented reality (AR) and virtual reality (VR) applications at sites like the Forbidden City or Temple of Heaven enhance the interpretive experience by bringing history to life, offering reconstruction views, or providing multilingual narratives, thereby enriching the cultural appreciation without requiring physical alterations to the heritage structure. Furthermore, digital platforms can support sustainable tourism by enabling dynamic pricing, managing visitor flow to reduce ecological footprints, and facilitating digital engagement that extends the site’s reach globally, potentially reducing physical visitor pressure on fragile sites while expanding educational access. The profound statistical impact suggests that digital infrastructure has become as crucial to destination competitiveness as traditional attractions, thereby contributing to destination theory by demonstrating an expanded competitive landscape. Countries now compete not just on monuments and scenery, but on how digitally enabled and seamless their tourism experience is, with tourists potentially remembering destinations as much for their technological sophistication as for their cultural offerings, even when the primary draw is a historical or cultural heritage site.

The confirmed partial mediation reveals that tourism enablers influence revisit intention through multiple concurrent pathways. Notably, the mediation patterns differ across enablers: PGP and PTI exerted stronger indirect effects through TS. This pattern is theoretically consistent with Expectation-Confirmation Theory (ECT) (Oliver, 1980), which posits that satisfaction largely stems from a cognitive comparison between pre-trip expectations and post-consumption performance. PGP primarily influences the utilitarian and functional aspects of travel (e.g., ease of entry, safety, infrastructure efficiency), while PTI facilitates practical convenience and efficiency (e.g., seamless payments, navigation). These factors are inherently tied to tangible benefits and the reduction of perceived sacrifices, forming a rational basis for evaluating whether a trip “met expectations.” Thus, their stronger mediation through TS suggests these stimuli are predominantly processed via a cognitive-evaluative organismic state, contributing to a sense of utility and contentment, which then drives revisit intention.

Interestingly, our findings indicate that TS demonstrated a stronger direct effect on RI than TE in this specific context, suggesting that cognitive evaluation processes may carry more weight than purely emotional or sensory dimensions in driving return decisions for tourists visiting China. This finding warrants careful consideration. While TS represents rational comparisons (“Did this trip meet my expectations?” “Was the value worth what I paid?”), TE captures emotional and memorable moments (“How engaging were the activities?” “How unique was this journey?”). This result contributes to the ongoing scholarly debate on the relative importance of satisfaction versus experience in driving loyalty, in contrast to Amissah et al. (2021) and Prayag et al. (2017), who found TE might be stronger if relevant. It suggests that for the tourists in our sample and within the distinct environment of China, including its heritage destinations, even in an era emphasizing experiential tourism and “wow moments,” inherent in visiting historical palaces and imperial gardens, the fundamental mechanism driving tourist behavior for revisit decisions appears to be strongly tied to how destination-level stimuli are processed through organismic states to confirm expectations and deliver perceived value. A tourist might indeed have Instagram-worthy experiences at iconic attractions. However, suppose they perceive poor value, inadequate organization, or unmet promises during the broader trip. In that case, they may be less likely to return than someone with a “good enough” experience who feels expectations were consistently met. This supports the emphasis of ECTs on expectation-performance comparisons for behavioral intentions (Chi et al., 2020; Godovykh and Tasci, 2020; Torabi et al., 2022; Xie et al., 2021). While the literature on loyalty determinants is complex and recognizes various potential moderators and boundary conditions that can shift the relative importance of cognitive versus affective factors, our study provides specific empirical evidence for the salience of reliability and value delivery over potentially inconsistent spectacular experiences for repeat visitation in this setting. For destination managers, this highlights the critical importance of balancing experiential innovation with fundamental service reliability and meticulous expectation management (Chen et al., 2020; Jebbouri et al., 2021; Prayag et al., 2017; Ratih and Noer, 2024).



7 Conclusion

In conclusion, this study offers a comprehensive empirical understanding of the factors driving international tourists’ revisit intentions to China’s world heritage sites, integrating the roles of perceived government policies, perceived technology integration, and perceived value within a model that highlights the mediating influence of tourist satisfaction and tourist experience. By demonstrating that all hypothesized direct and indirect pathways are significant, the research underscores the complex and multifaceted nature of tourist loyalty in this unique destination. The findings highlight that while favorable perceptions of external enablers directly contribute to the desire to return, their most substantial impact is often realized indirectly by fostering higher levels of satisfaction and more positive, memorable experiences. The study provides valuable theoretical validation for applying comprehensive behavioral models in tourism. It offers clear, actionable insights for policymakers, DMOs, and industry practitioners seeking to enhance the appeal and sustainability of China’s heritage tourism and cultivate lasting tourist relationships in a competitive global market. Ultimately, encouraging revisitations hinges on effectively managing the tourist’s perception of the enabling environment in a way that consistently culminates in exceptional value, high satisfaction, and enriching experiences at these culturally significant sites.


7.1 Theoretical implications

Firstly, this study provides robust empirical support for advancing and refining the application of the S-O-R framework in complex international tourism contexts. By encompassing institutional factors (PGP), technological infrastructure (PTI), and the perceived benefit-sacrifice trade-off (PV) as novel and multifaceted Stimuli (S), we extend the traditional conceptualization of environmental cues in destination choice models. Furthermore, the observed significant direct effects of all three stimuli on revisit intention (R), alongside the partial mediation through organismic states (O - satisfaction and experience), refines the S-O-R model by empirically validating the concept of “nontrace” stimulus–response events (Bigne et al., 2020; Jacoby, 2002) within a tourism context. This challenges purely linear S-O-R interpretations that assume all external influences are fully processed through internal cognitive and affective states, demonstrating that certain salient stimuli can immediately shape behavioral intentions.

Secondly, the research advances the understanding of organismic pathways within S-O-R by specifying how technology and policy-related stimuli are transmitted to revisit intention through distinct mediations. Our findings reveal that PGP and PTI primarily operate through TS, aligning with Expectation-Confirmation Theory by emphasizing cognitive evaluations of functional benefits and efficiency. Conversely, PV’s stronger mediation through TE highlights its role in shaping the more holistic and affective dimensions of the travel journey, consistent with insights from the Experience Economy paradigm. This differential mediation refines existing theories on destination competitiveness and tourism experience, particularly highlighting technology’s shift from a mere background support tool to a fundamental determinant that significantly shapes tourists’ internal evaluations (TS and TE), going beyond traditional emphases on service quality or product attributes alone. This nuanced understanding enriches the S-O-R model by illustrating that the nature of the stimulus influences the specific organismic processing pathway.

Thirdly, the study refines the theoretical understanding of PV by demonstrating its significant influence on both TS and TE, and by highlighting its relatively stronger indirect pathway to revisit intention via the cultivation of a positive overall tourist experience. This finding challenges the notion that value is predominantly a cognitive input for satisfaction, instead suggesting that PV is also integral to shaping the travel journey’s richer, more affective, and holistic dimensions, consistent with multi-dimensional consumption value theories. It shows that the ‘worth’ of a trip profoundly impacts the depth of engagement and emotional connection, not just rational assessment.

Finally, this research advances theories on destination governance and tourist behavior by empirically demonstrating that tourists’ perceptions of governmental structures and processes (PGP) have tangible effects on their evaluations (TS, TE) and future intentions (RI). This explicitly bridges a theoretical gap between macro-level governance and micro-level tourist behavior, showing how abstract policies translate into concrete impacts on how tourists perceive and decide about a destination. It suggests that governmental efforts in areas like safety, infrastructure, and visa policies are not just operational necessities but direct stimuli that significantly shape the S-O-R sequence, thereby meriting greater integration into theoretical models of destination image and competitiveness.



7.2 Practical implications

The study’s findings provide valuable and actionable insights for stakeholders involved in promoting China as an international tourism destination. The comprehensive support for the model underscores the necessity of an integrated strategy that simultaneously addresses PGP, PTI, and PV, as focusing on any single factor in isolation may not be sufficient to optimize RI.

The significant influence of PGP highlights that the efficacy of policy initiatives depends critically on how international tourists perceive them, not just their administrative implementation. Policymakers should actively solicit feedback from international tourists regarding visa processes, border control efficiency, safety regulations, and public infrastructure quality. Policies should be designed with an explicit tourist-centric lens, aiming for tangible benefits such as simplified visa applications, streamlined entry procedures, robust multilingual safety information systems, and investment in modern, accessible transportation networks. Furthermore, proactive and clear communication about these favorable policies through international media, tourism boards, and diplomatic channels is essential to shape positive perceptions and build trust, directly enhancing both TS and TE.

Furthermore, the findings underscore the need for a dynamic and dual-focused marketing and development strategy. DMOs must focus efforts on enhancing the overall PV proposition of visiting China, emphasizing both its unique cultural heritage and its distinctive technological modernity. Given PTI’s emergence as the strongest predictor of TS and TE, DMOs should actively promote the seamlessness and benefits of China’s digital ecosystem in marketing campaigns, perhaps by showcasing how integrated super apps simplify travel and how technology enhances the interpretive value and accessibility of heritage sites. They should also develop and widely disseminate practical resources and guidance (e.g., pre-arrival digital guides, dedicated WeChat mini-programs, English-language tutorials) to help international tourists effectively navigate this environment, addressing potential initial friction. Marketing campaigns should leverage digital storytelling to showcase authentic, positive, and technologically-enabled tourist experiences that highlight China’s rich history alongside its modern advancements.

The study reinforces the fundamental importance of operational excellence and strategic technological adoption. Service providers must prioritize delivering high levels of service quality that contribute directly to TS, ensuring that basic expectations regarding accommodation, transport, and hospitality are consistently met or exceeded. Beyond this, they should actively contribute to positive TE through engaging interactions, facilitating access to digital tools, and showcasing unique cultural elements in ways that align with the PV. This includes investing in staff training to enhance digital literacy among frontline employees, equipping them to assist international visitors with technology-related issues (e.g., mobile payments, app usage) and language barriers. Crucially, for heritage site managers, implementing smart tourism technologies (e.g., digital ticketing for crowd control, interactive exhibits using AR/VR for enhanced interpretation, and AI-powered multilingual guides) is vital for both enriching the visitor experience and supporting sustainable preservation efforts. These technologies at the service level can significantly enhance both TS and the overall TE, fostering memorable and convenient visits while ensuring the long-term integrity of the heritage assets.




8 Limitations and future research

While this study offers valuable insights into the drivers of international tourist revisit intentions to China’s World Heritage Sites, it is important to acknowledge certain limitations that also pave the way for future research.

Firstly, the cross-sectional design of this study captures perceptions at a single point in time. This approach, while effective for assessing current relationships, cannot fully capture the dynamic and evolving nature of tourist perceptions and intentions over a longer period. Future research could employ a longitudinal design to observe changes in perceived policies, technology, value, satisfaction, and experience, and their long-term effects on revisit intentions.

Secondly, the use of systematic convenience sampling, while pragmatic for accessing a mobile international tourist population, inherently limits the statistical generalizability of our findings to all international tourists visiting China or other heritage sites globally. While our large sample size and diverse demographic profile enhance internal validity, future studies could aim for broader geographic representation (e.g., other regions in China, other heritage destinations worldwide) or employ more robust sampling techniques if feasible, to enhance external validity.

Thirdly, our study focused on three specific World Heritage Sites in Beijing. While these sites are highly significant, the unique characteristics and management contexts of other heritage sites (e.g., natural heritage sites, smaller cultural sites, sites with different levels of technological integration) might lead to different outcomes. Future research could explore the model’s applicability across a wider variety of heritage site types and contexts to identify potential boundary conditions or moderating effects.

Fourthly, the reliance on self-reported survey data is subject to common method bias. While we employed rigorous scale validation and statistical checks (e.g., HTMT ratios), future studies could consider incorporating objective measures where possible (e.g., actual visitor numbers, duration of stay, spending data) or utilize mixed-methods approaches (e.g., observational data, interviews) to triangulate findings and provide deeper qualitative insights.

Finally, the current model focused on PGP, PTI, and PV as key stimuli. Future research could expand this framework to include other relevant macro-level factors (e.g., geopolitical relations, global economic conditions, environmental sustainability initiatives perceived by tourists) or micro-level variables (e.g., specific cultural motivations, novelty seeking, personal values) to offer an even more comprehensive understanding of revisit intentions in complex tourism environments. Additionally, investigating potential moderating roles of tourist demographics (e.g., age, nationality, prior travel experience) could reveal further nuances in how different tourist segments respond to these stimuli.
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