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Abstract: In recent years, there has been a growing interest among tourists for the
enjoyment of the natural environment. This study was designed to analyze the
motivations tourists exhibit to doing ecotourism and their influence on the intentions
to return and recommend a protected area. The empirical analysis was carried out in
the Arenal National Park and the Caño Negro National Wildlife Refuge in Costa Rica.
The sample population consisted of 213 respondents, who were obtained in situ. A
factor analysis and the multiple regression method were performed to analyze the
data obtained. The results show that there are several motivational dimensions
related to ecotourism, such as "self-development", "interpersonal relationships and
ego-defensive function", "nature", "building personal relationships", "reward" and
"escape". There is a relationship between the motivations and the intentions of
returning and recommending the site. This research will serve public institutions
and private companies to develop more efficient marketing plans.
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INTRODUCTION
Ecotourism has an annual growth of 5% worldwide, and it grows three times faster
than tourism in general (Hultman et al., 2015). Its importance increases because it has
become one of the fastest-growing sectors in the tourism industry (Das & Chatterjee,
2015). The tourism influences the socio-cultural, economic, and environmental livelihood
of the community (Atanga, 2019). Tourists seek meaningful experiences, such as getting
in touch with local communities, learning about an ecosystem, and participating in the
conservation of natural resources (Balmford et al., 2009). Ecotourism areas have become
crucial destinations due to their efficiency in environmental protection, education,
recreation, and job creation (Tao & Wall, 2009). At the same time, tourists are more
environmentally aware and have stronger motivations to attend attractions and activities
due to environmentally-related content (Luo & Deng, 2008). Motivation has become a
fundamental concept in traveling behavior analysis, and it determines different aspects of
tourism, in regards to the reasons for traveling, the specific destination and general
satisfaction with the trip (Castaño et al., 2003). In this sense, each visitor can have
different motivations and preferences for different destinations (Kozak, 2002) .
On the other hand, attracting new visitors is more expensive than attracting those
who have already visited the destination (Shoemaker & Lewis, 1999). So, it is essential to
analyze the motivations tourists have and their influence on their intentions to return and
recommend a tourist site. However, several studies analyze these variables in ecotourism .
Costa Rica is a Central American country where visitors seek experiences, mainly,
in the field of ecotourism. The Arenal National Park and the Caño Negro National Wildlife
Refuge are two examples of such type of visiting areas. The Arenal National Park houses
the Arenal Volcano, an icon of Costa Rican nature which began its activity in 1968, after
500 years of being in a dormant status. This protected area is a living laboratory, because
of its geological and geomorphological richness and its complexity in the development of
biological processes, as it houses a wide range of greenery, from pioneer vegetation to
primary forests. The Caño Negro National Wildlife Refuge is a wetland concentrating a
large number of endangered species. Visitors can find migratory birds, many mammals,
and some endemic freshwater fish. There are also swamps and lagoons throughout the
reserve. This article presents an analysis of the motivations to do ecotourism and their
influence on the intentions to recommend and return to the Arenal National Park and the
Caño Negro National Wildlife Refuge. Thus, providing information to tourism marketers
which will help them plan efficient marketing strategies. To meet this objective, this article
is organized in several sections, beginning with the introduction, followed by the second
section where the relevant literature is reviewed, the third section describes the area of
study, while the fourth one looks at the research methodology, the following section covers
the results, to end up with the discussion of results, the conclusions reached, as well as the
limitations of the study and what it is believed to be possible future lines of research.
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
Motivations in ecotourism
Motivation is defined as the psychological needs and desires that provoke, direct,
and integrate behavior and activity (Pearce, 2013). Also, motivational factors are defined
as psychological needs that play an important role in making a person feel a psychological
imbalance that can be corrected through a traveling experience (Crompton, 1979; Kim et
al., 2000). Furthermore, Meng et al. (2008), explain that motivations are the set of needs
which influence a person to participate in a tourist activity. It is the central factor in the
decision-making process (Yolal et al., 2015). The study of motivations allows us to
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understand the choice, preferences, and needs of a traveler (Bansal & Eiselt, 2004). Also
several authors ascertain that motivation determines the intention to visit the destination
and some of them establish a relationship between satisfaction and the intention to return
to the destination (Huang & Hsu, 2009; Jang & Feng, 2007; Rittichainuwat et al., 2008;
Yoon & Uysal, 2005; Lee et al., 2014). In addition, Yoon and Uysal (2005) mention that it
is essential to understand the motivations of tourists and their relationship during the
visit. Tourists have different reasons to visit different attractions and destinations which
are related to nature (Chikuta et al., 2017). Relaxation in a natural environment was
described as an essential need for ecotourists.
In ecotourism, several motivations drive tourists to a coastal national park
(Carvache-Franco et al., 2019a). In this sense, Holden and Sparrowhawk (2002) point out
that the main intrinsic motivations for ecotourists are to learn about nature, be physically
active, and meet people with a similar interest. Page and Dowling (2002) mention that
some ecotourists travel to meet their recreational and pleasure needs, as well as to learn
about specific areas. Lee et al. (2014) analyzed tourists visiting restored ecological parks
in South Korea, finding seven factors related to their motivations. Namely, they identified
self-development, interpersonal relationships, rewards, development of personal
relationships, escape, ego-defensive function, and appreciation of nature as the primary
motivations. Going further, Panin and Mbrica (2014), found in the Republic of Serbia the
most important motivations for ecotourists, to be social activities, sports and health
activities, motivation for nature and culture and educational activities. They argue that
the motivations related to sports and recreational activities, the positive impact on health,
walking through the forest, seeing and enjoying nature, are the main motivations in
ecotourism. Regarding the characteristics of ecotourists, Cheng, Gurzoy, and Del Chiappa
(2016) consider that ecotourists would positively influence the intention, interest, and
willingness to pay a higher price for ecotourism products and services. In this sense,
Nickerson, Jorgenson, and Boley (2016) have concluded that sustainable tourists are willing
to spend more money, which can increase the income of sustainable tourism destinations.
STUDY AREA
The Arenal National Park is located in the North Region of Costa Rica, in the
Guanacaste Volcanic Mountain Range, north of the Sierra de Tilarán and part of the San
Carlos plains. It has an extension of 12,124 hectares. The land’s surface is irregular, from
deep valleys with significant slopes, cut by large rivers, to flat and undulating forms. It is
considered an aquifer recharge area, whose waters drain to the Arenal Reservoir for their
use in the production of hydroelectric power and agricultural projects, like in the
Irrigation District of Moracia. The Chiquito, Peñas Blancas, and Río Frío rivers are born
here. The Park protects essential species of flora and fauna which are characteristic of the
premontane rain forest and the cloud forest and of great scientific and tourist value.
Among the most outstanding wildlife species we have: pacas, tapirs, deer, jaguars,
peccaries, white-nosed coatis, and monkeys. A great diversity of snakes, as well as birds of
various varieties among which stand out: praises, sergeants, brown magpies, parakeets,
hummingbirds, bell birds, among others. The Caño Negro National Wildlife Refuge is
located in the lower part of the Frío river basin, in the Northern Plains, 21 km south-west
of the community of Los Chiles and 36 km southeast of the community of Upala, in the
cantons of the same name in the province of Alajuela. Visitors have to go through the
reservation by canoe or boat, depending on the weather conditions, and it has an area of
10,171 hectares. The refuge conserves one of the most important samples of humid areas
of the Costa Rican territory, considered of international importance for serving as a large
number of migratory, endangered and environmentally important species (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Geographic location of protected areas:
Arenal Volcano National Park and Caño Negro Mixed National Wildlife Refuge (Costa Rica)

METHODOLOGY
The sample population was obtained from national and foreign tourists who were,
at the time of doing the study, visiting the Arenal National Park with 106,461 visitors in
2017 (Costarrican Institute of Tourism, 2017) and the Caño Negro National Wildlife
Refuge. Surveys were applied, during March and April of the year 2019, to visitors of the
aforementioned protected areas. The measurement tools developed for this study were
based on several previous studies on motivations in tourism (Crompton, 1979; Fodness,
1994; Weaver & Lawton, 2002; Galley & Clifton, 2004; Lau & McKercher, 2004; McGehee
& Kim, 2004; Jang & Wu, 2006; Lee et al., 2014). Using the SPSS Statistical System, the
Cronbach Alpha index reached the value of 0.94, indicating a meritorious index on the
scale. The questionnaire for this study was divided into two parts. The first part of the
questionnaire measured the sociodemographic and visiting characteristics of the
respondents. The second part of the questionnaire consisted of questions based on a fivepoint Likert scale, where 1 was little and 5 a lot. This section measured the motivations,
satisfaction, and intentions of returning and recommending the site.
The data were analyzed in two stages. First, a factor analysis, which has been widely
used in visitor segmentation research (Formica & Uysal, 1998; Kastenholz et al., 1999;
Johns & Gyimothy, 2002), was carried out which helped identify the constructs that
underlie the variables, providing a global view of the most important motivations using
those constructs. Varimax rotation was used to facilitate the interpretation of the data.
The Kaiser criterion was used to find the number of factors, where only factors with
eigenvalues greater than one were used. The KMO index (Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin) and
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Bartlett's Sphericity test were used to determine if it was appropriate perform the factor
analysis. In the second stage, the step-by-step multiple regression method was
implemented to assess the intentions of returning and recommending the ecotourism
destinations. The population variability was estimated at 50% (p = q = 0.5). The sample
size, considering a margin of error of +/- 6.7% and a confidence level of 95%, came out at
213, which was the number of surveys applied. The data collected was organized,
tabulated, and statistically analyzed using the SPSS 22.0 program.
Table 1. Sociodemographic characteristics of the visitors
Demographics
Nationality

Origin

Gender

Age

Marital status

Level of education

Professional activity

Who you visit with

Average daily expenditure

1177

Categories
National
Foreign
North America
Europe
South America
Asia
Rest of the world
Male
Female
<20 years of age
21 - 30 years of age
31 - 40 years of age
41 - 50 years of age
51 - 60 years of age
>60 years of age
Single
Married
Other
Primary
Secondary
University
Postgraduate (Master/PhD.)
Student
Researcher / scientist
Businessperson
Private Employee
Public Employee
Retired
Unemployed
Other
Alone
With family
With friends
With a partner
Other
< $30
$30.01 - $60
60.01 - $90
$90.01 - $120
$120.01 - $150
$150

n
57
156
46
90
7
8
62
102
111
17
86
38
32
32
8
97
86
30
9
37
102
65
32
5
38
58
40
7
6
26
8
77
57
64
7
37
71
44
27
20
14

Percentage
26.8
73.2
21.6
42.3
3.3
3.8
29.1
47.9
52.1
8.0
40.4
17.8
15.0
15.0
3.8
45.5
40.4
14.1
4.2
17.4
47.9
30.0
15.0
2.3
17.8
27.2
18.8
3.3
2.8
12.2
3.8
36.2
26.8
30.0
3.3
17.4
33.3
20.7
12.7
9.4
6.6
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RESULTS
The sociodemographic and visiting traits of the respondents are presented in Table
1. From the total number of respondents, 26.8% of them were national visitors, while
73.2% of the sample were foreign tourists. When asked about their countries of origin,
42.3% disclosed coming from European countries. Whilst, 47.9% of visitors were men and
the remaining 52.1% disclosed their sex to be, female. 44.5% of the travelers surveyed
reported to be single and 40.4% were married. The majority of the vacationers consulted
ranged the age of 21-30 (40.4%) and the 31‒40 age range came to 17.8%. They
acknowledged having a university education, 47.9% of them, while 30.0% had
postgraduate education. Regarding occupation, 27.2% were private employees and 18.8%
were public employees. At the moment of asking for the average amount of money they
spent at the destination, 20.7% replied that it had been between 60 to 90 dollars a day.
Finally, approximately 36.2% of the visitors traveled to the destination accompanied by
other family members and 26.8% were enjoying the destination with their friends .
Factorial analysis
A factor analysis was carried out, allowing the extraction of six motivational
dimensions. The principal component analysis was adopted as a technique performed
for data reduction. The Varimax rotation method was applied to obtain a more precise
interpretation of the factors so that each one had very high or low factor loads. For the
number of factors used in the Kaiser criteria, factors having their eigenvalues greater
than 1.00 were taken into account. Six factors were part of the solution and represented
69.85% of the total variance. The KMO index (Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin) is 0.91, so it is
excellent for factor analysis. In addition, Barlett's sphericity test is significant <0. 05, so
a factor analysis should be applied. Results are shown in Table 2 .
According to the results presented on Table 2, the first factor identified was called
"self-development" and is the factor with the greatest explanatory capacity (36.01%) of
the total variance. This first dimension was related to the motivations knowing what I
am capable of, having a sense of self-confidence, getting a new perspective on life,
feeling harmony and inner peace, being independent, understanding more about
myself, thinking about the good times I've had in the past, and have the opportunity to
know myself better. The second factor was entitled "Interpersonal relationships and
ego-defensive function" which met 14.27% of the total variance.
This second dimension was related to, remembering the times of parents,
contacting family and friends who live in other places, strengthen the relationship with
my family, reflecting on memories of the past, feeling that I belong, following current
events and joining the social discussion. The third factor was called "nature" and
comprises 6.06% of the total variance. This third dimension was related to visitors
motivated by observing flora and fauna, being close to nature, observing landscapes and
learning about nature. The fourth factor was called "Building personal relationships"
and includes 5.06% of the total variance.
This fourth dimension is related to visitors motivated to meet new people,
meeting people with similar interests, meeting locals and being with others if I need it.
The fifth factor is called "Rewards" and comprises 4.72% of the total variance. This fifth
dimension is related to visitors motivated to obtain good memories, explore the
unknown, develop my personal interests, experience new things and have fun. The sixth
factor was called "escape" and comprises 3.72% of the total variance. This sixth
dimension is related to visitors motivated to be away from daily stress, to escape from
routine, to avoid interpersonal stress and to be away from crowds. These results are
similar to those of (Lee et al., 2014) that obtained seven motivating factors in their
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study, namely self -development, interpersonal relationships, rewards, development of
personal relationships, escape, defensive ego function, and appreciation of nature.
Table 2. Factorial analysis
Componen
Factors
Variables
1
2
3
4
5
6
To know what I am capable of
0.786
To gain a sense of self-confidence
0.782
To think about the good times, I have had in the past 0.724
To feel inner harmony/peace
0.717
Selfdevelopment
To understand more about myself
0.705
To be independent
0.686
To gain a new perspective on life
0.674
To have a chance to get to know me better
0.66
To reminisce about parents’ times
0.805
To contact with family/friends who live elsewhere
0.784
Interpersonal
To feel that I belong
0.743
relationships
To strengthen the relationship with my family
0.742
and ego To reflect on memories
0.726
defensive
To follow current events
0.678
function
To join the social discussion
0.673
To join people’s interest
0.548
For observation of flora and fauna
0.79
To be close to nature
0.774
For the appeal of nature
0.767
Nature
To attain a better appreciation of nature
0.748
To observe its landscapes
0.721
To learn about nature
0.717
To meet new people
0.799
Building
To meet people with similar interests
0.787
personal
To meet the locals
0.754
relationships
To be with others if I need them
0.687
To have fond memories
0.78
To have fun
0.739
To explore the unknown
0.719
Rewards
To develop my interests
0.716
To experience new things
0.655
To be away from daily stress
0.826
To escape from routine
0.819 Escape
To be away from the crowds of people
0.651
Auto values
12.24 4.85 2.06 1.72 1.61 1.27
% of variance explained
36.01 14.27 6.06 5.06 4.72 3.72
KMO
0.91
Bartlett´s sphericity test
Chi squared = 5370. 498 sig=0.000
Extraction method: Principal component analysis. Rotation method: Varimax with Kaiser

The motivations and intentions to revisit these protected areas
The step-by-step multiple regression method was used to analyze the
motivational dimensions that influence tourists to re-visit protected areas. The results
are shown in Table 3. Among the three functions of significant motivation (Table 3), it
was found that the nature dimension was the most significant predictor of respondents'
intentions to revisit the protected area (Beta = 0.208, p <0.01). This means that people
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could believe that their motivations to visit the protected area kept them committed to
nature. This finding is in line with the results of the research carried out by Kang et al.,
(2012), who studied the behavior of Ollegil's eco-tourists and found that 33.8% of the
study participants had visited the site to appreciate nature. The second most significant
element was the "rewards" (Beta = 0.193, p <0.01). While the third element was "selfdevelopment" (Beta = 0.180, p <0.01).
Table 3. Motivations and intentions to return (Multiple regression method)
Motivational dimensions
Beta
t
Nature
0.208
3.180
Rewards
0.193
2.946
Self-development
0.180
2.750
(Constant)
45.248

Sig.
.002
.004
.006
.000

The motivations and intentions to recommend protected areas
The step-by-step multiple regression method was used to analyze the
motivational dimensions that influence tourists to recommend protected areas. The
results are shown in Table 4. Among the five significant motivational functions (Table 4),
it was found that the nature dimension was the most significant predictor of the
intentions to recommend the protected area (Beta = 0.329, p <0.01). Meaning that people
could believe that their intentions to recommend the protected area kept them committed
to nature. The second most significant element was the "rewards" (Beta = 0.317, p <0.01).
While the third most significant element was the "escape" (Beta = 0.159, p <0.01).
Table 4. Motivations and intentions to recommend protected areas (Multiple regression method)
Motivational dimensions
Beta
t
Sig.
Nature
0.329
5.536
0.000
Rewards
0.317
5.334
0.000
Escape
0.159
2.679
0.008
Building personal relationships
0.136
2.283
0.023
Interpersonal relationships and ego-defensive function
0.131
2.205
0.029
(Constant)
73.909
0.000

Satisfaction at the destination
To analyze the satisfaction attained at the destination, a 5-point Likert scale was
used, where 1 was strongly dissatisfied and 5 was strongly satisfied (Table 5). According to
table 5, 51.2% of tourists were completely satisfied with their visit at the destination, so
the potential of the destination for ecotourism is confirmed. Also, the average level of
tourist satisfaction was 4.35, being a high level of satisfaction.
Table 5. Satisfaction at the destination
Completely
Neither dissatisfied
Completely
Variable
Dissatisfied
Satisfied
dissatisfied
nor satisfied
satisfied
Satisfaction (percentage)
1.4%
2.3%
7.5%
37.6%
51.2%
Satisfaction (average)
4.35

Satisfaction and intentions to return and recommend
To analyze the relationship between satisfaction and the intentions of returning
and recommend the destination the Spearman Coefficient was used (Table 6). According
to table 6, there was a significant and positive correlation between the intentions of
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returning and recommending the destination, and the satisfaction, so the intentions of
returning and recommending the ecotourism destination were influenced by the
satisfaction experienced by tourists.
Table 6. Intentions to return, recommend and satisfaction (Spearman's coefficient)
Variables
Coefficient
Intentions to return to this ecotourism destination
0.582**
Intentions to recommend this ecotourism destination
0.770**
** The correlation is significant at the 0.01 level

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS
After the study, it was concluded that the gender, age, and education of ecotourists
in this study are consistent with eco-tourists from previous studies (Galley & Clifton,
2004; Juric et al., 2002; Kwan et al., 2008; Weaver & Lawton, 2002). In ecotourism,
there are several motivational dimensions. The leading motivational dimension is "selfdevelopment," which is related to gaining self-confidence and being independent. Selfdevelopment has also been understood and defined as the search for personal growth and
the desire to learn and interact with a host culture and its community (Crompton, 1979;
Calantone & Johar, 1984; Dann, 1981; Etzel & Woodside, 1982; Woodside & Jacobs,
1985). The second dimension is "Interpersonal relationships and defensive ego function",
related to visitors motivated by the strengthening of relations with family members and
the monitoring of current events. The third dimension is "nature", related to a visitor’s
motivation to appreciate nature. It has often been found that appreciation of the natural
environment is the predominant motivation of ecotourists (Weaver & Lawton, 2002;
Wurzinger & Johansson, 2006). The fourth dimension is "Building personal
relationships", related to a visitor motivated to meet new people. People tend to behave
according to socially desired issues (McGehee & Kim, 2004). The fifth dimension is
"Rewards", which relates to a visitor motivated by having fun and experiencing new
things. Therefore, tourists travel to reward themselves when taking a break (Broad &
Jenkins, 2008). The sixth dimension is "Escape", related to a visitor motivated by
escaping from their daily routine (Crompton, 1979; Lounsbury & Hoopes, 1985; Woodside
& Jacobs, 1985). These findings are similar to those of (Lee et al., 2014), who found seven
motivational dimensions in ecotourism (self-development, interpersonal relationships,
rewards, development of personal relationships, escape, ego-defensive function, and
appreciation of nature as the primary motivations. In addition, the findings above support
other previous research related to the dimensions which motivate ecotourists (McGehee &
Kim, 2004; Weaver & Lawton, 2002; Zeppel, 2008; Carvache-Franco et al., 2019b).
Also, the nature dimension is the most significant predictor of the respondents'
intentions to revisit the protected area; this finding is in line with the results obtained by
Kang et al. (2012). Furthermore, rewarding and self-development are also significant
predictors of the intention to revisit the protected area. While, the nature dimension was
the most significant predictor of intentions to recommend the protected area, followed by
reward and escape. The satisfaction tourists had experienced at the destination influence
their intentions of returning and recommending the destination. Therefore, if satisfaction
is improved at the destination, the intentions of returning and recommending ecotourism
destinations would be increased. It is recommended that the service be improved in
companies and institutions that interact with tourists, in addition to improving the
service in natural parks and protected areas related to ecotourism. Among the practical
implications, it is worth mentioning that operators and companies linked to the tourism
sector can plan strategies according to the motivations in ecotourism and thus increase
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the tourists' intentions to visit and recommend these protected areas. Finally, among the
limitations, the temporality with which the study was carried out can be mentioned. In
regards to the future research lines, investigation the segmentation of demand in
ecotourism, using motivations as a segmentation criterion, is proposed.
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