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Abstract  

 

Through an experimental study, we show that the mechanism that transforms attitude 

towards heritage protection into a behavioural predisposition differs between natural 

and cultural heritages. Specifically, the relationship between attitude and behavioural 

predisposition towards the protection of cultural heritage is mediated by the 

identification with culture. Conversely, the relationship between attitude and 

behavioural predisposition towards the protection of natural heritage is mediated by 

the identification with nature. Making social norms more accessible (e.g., promoting 

the social and historical ties of the site) may be more useful for cultural destinations, 

while making subjective norms more salient (e.g., promoting one’s own personal ties 

with nature and thus with the site) may work better for natural destinations.  

 

 

Introduction 

 

Cultural or natural heritages are a source of tourism and economy for the locals, 

which is one of the main causes of erosion and decay of heritage sites (Yang, Lin, and 

Han 2010). Being visitors and users the main source of decay of the heritage, it is 

interesting to understand how to increase their sensitivity towards heritage protection. 

We present a model that distinguishes between triggers of behavioural predisposition 

towards heritage protection. The conceptual model is introduced in the next section, 

followed by a description of the methodology and the findings of the research. The 

implications are discussed at the end of the paper. 

  

Conceptual model and hypotheses development 

 

This study presents a model to understand some of the causes of the behavioural 

predisposition towards heritage protection, distinguishing between natural and 

cultural heritages. In particular, the mechanism that transforms attitude towards 

heritage protection into a behavioural predisposition seems to differ between natural 

and cultural heritages. Individuals relate to cultural heritage by means of self-

extension (Belk 1988; Massara and Severino 2013), projecting their selves towards 

different layers of society, from the most proximal (i.e., the family, the local 

community) to the most distant (i.e., the nation, the world population). Concern for 

heritage conservation is fundamentally linked to the degree to which people identify 

with the cultural environment (Poria, Butler, and Airey 2003), however, the 



relationship that develops relative to cultural heritages differs from the one that 

develops relative to natural heritages. Here the core of the relationship does not relate 

to the individuals’ connection with culture, but to the degree to which people view 

themselves as part of the natural environment (Schultz 2000). This process responds 

to a subjective norm, which is valid in general and across cultures, territories or 

societies. 

Social psychologists suggest that attitudes do not directly determine behaviour; rather 

they influence behavioural intentions, which in turn shape our actions. Moreover, we 

know that the influence of attitudes may work thorough social or subjective norms, or 

pressures (Ajzen and Fishbein 1980), which can be considered as triggers of a certain 

behavioural predisposition. Thus we make the prediction that: 

HP1a: The relationship between attitude and behavioural predisposition towards the 

protection of cultural heritage is mediated by social norms, and in particular by the 

identification with the culture whose heritage is expression. 

HP1b: The relationship between attitude and behavioural predisposition towards the 

protection of natural heritage is mediated by subjective dispositional norms, and in 

particular by the identification with the nature.  

Type of heritage (i.e., either cultural or natural) will therefore moderate the influence 

of the mediators on behavioural predisposition (i.e., a moderated mediation). In 

addition, psychological distance, which is found to be related to identification with 

the heritage (Massara and Severino 2013), should work as an antecedent of cultural 

heritage but not towards natural heritage, which is instead dictated by a more global 

dispositional characteristics that should work independently from the psychological 

distance. 

 
Methodology 

 

A 2(Type of heritage: cultural vs. natural) X 2(Psychological distance: close vs. far) 

between-subjects study was carried out to test the hypotheses presented above. The 

design allowed each type of heritage to have two replicates. A total of 194 students 

(Mage= 24.51 years; 74 men and 120 women; Italians) participated in an online study; 

due to incomplete data and failed manipulation checks, 67 questionnaires were 

excluded from further analysis.  

The students were identified by posting a link to the questionnaire on various 

Facebook groups enrolling students of an Italian University. Several checks were 

included in the survey and the respondents who did not verify the conditions were 

excluded from the analysis. 

Pompei and the Chinese Wall were selected as examples of cultural heritage (i.e., 

built environment), while the Dolomites and the Yosemite Park represented examples 

of natural heritage (i.e., natural environment). Pompei and the Dolomites were 

selected as examples of geographically close destinations, while the Chinese Wall and 

the Yosemite Park as geographically distant destinations. Precisely, 47 individuals 

were randomly assigned to the “Yosemite Park” scenario; 48 to the “Chinese Wall” 

scenario; 54 to the “Dolomites” scenario; and 45 to the “Pompei” scenario. 



Respondents’ attitude towards heritage protection was measured through the 

following item: The fact that this destination was damaged in this way is very 

important to me personally (7 point Likert scale: 1= Completely disagree / 7= 

Completely agree). The behavioural predisposition towards the heritage protection 

was measured using a multiple-choice question concerning the severity of the 

sanction that they would apply to punish the author of the damage shown in the 

manipulation. The question read: Which of the following five sanctions is more 

appropriate to punish the detrimental behaviour described above, to you? Please 

consider that the first sanction is a little severe administrative sanction (i.e., penalty), 

while the fifth (and last) one is a very serious sanction (i.e., detention)1). 

Finally, identification with culture was measured by using the 5 items developed by 

Poria, Reichel, and Biran (2006) (α=0.84). The identification with nature was 

measured by using 10 of the 14 items developed by Mayer and Frantz (2004)  

(α=0.85). 

 

Findings 

 

The index of moderated mediation indicates that the direction of the interaction is 

partly as predicted (see Table 1).  

 

Table 1. Moderated mediation analysis 

 

Direct effect of attitude on behavioral predisposition 

 Effect SE t p LLCI ULCI 

Attitude .198 .092 2.149 .034 .016 .381 

Conditional indirect effects of the mediators at values of type of heritage (0 = Cultural heritage) 

 Moderator Effect SE BootLLCI BootULCI  

Cultural identification 0 .023 .030 -.022 .112  

Cultural identification 1 -.056 .044 -.174 .002  

Environmental identification 0 .031 .038 -.015 .141  

Environmental identification 1 .079 .044 .016 .209  

Index of moderated mediation 

 Index SE(Boot) BootLLCI BootULCI   

Cultural identification -.079 .052 -.199 .004   

Environmental identification .048 .059 -.065 .176   

 

                                                      
1 More in detail, the five alternatives were: 1) Penalty from 20 to 200€; 2) Penalty from 

200 to 2000€; 3) Penalty and arrest for 3 days; 4) Penalty and arrest for 30 days; 5) Up to 
3 months of detention.  



 

Figure 2 reports the standardized coefficients for the paths identified in the model 

calculated using Hayes’ procedures (2013). We find a moderated mediation that 

approaches significance for identification with nature as well as for identification with 

culture. Being the mediation of identification with nature existent regardless of the 

moderation, this seems to imply that identification with nature works across contexts, 

more as a trait variable. In fact, despite a directional evidence that the mediation is 

moderated by type of heritage, identification with nature is always (i.e., irrespective 

of type of heritage), a mediator between attitudes and behavioural intentions. On the 

contrary, identification with culture works differently across types of heritages and its 

direct effect on behavioural intentions is not significant, meaning that identification 

with culture is actually found to mediate the relationship between and attitudes and 

behavioural intentions when the context which is being evaluated is a cultural context, 

but not when the context is a natural one. We thus show full support for HP1a and 

partial support for HP1b. 

Finally, we find support that psychological distance is related to identification with 

culture but not with identification with nature. 

 

 
Figure 2. Measurement model 

 

Discussion and implications 

 

The postulated moderated mediation mechanism seems to be at work for two different 

groups of heritages and two different mediators. Specifically, the relationship between 

attitude and behavioural predisposition towards the protection of cultural heritage is 

mediated by the identification with culture with the intervention of type of heritage as 

a moderator. Conversely, the relationship between attitude and behavioural 

predisposition towards the protection of natural heritage is mediated by the 

identification with nature and also, although the evidence is weak, moderated by type 

of heritage. Furthermore we find that psychological distance tends to work as an 

antecedent for cultural identification. 

Despite a few studies until now have investigated the differences between cultural and 

natural heritage, this study points out that the relationship that forms between them is 



different. In fact, individuals tend to relate to cultural vs. natural heritages in two 

different ways and, respect to these, different degrees of interest and advocacy may 

develop. One of such routes is subject to social norms, the other to subjective norms. 

Therefore, to strengthen consumer advocacy and to promote a predisposition towards 

the conservation of the heritage, there seem to be two alternative routes. Respect to 

the cultural heritage, administrators can act controlling and manipulating 

psychological distance, which can be used to increase identification. Then, since 

attitudes are – consciously or not – activated upon exposure to a stimulus (Chen and 

Bargh 1999), one can think to make social norms more accessible (e.g., promoting the 

social and historical ties of the cultural site), or to make subjective norms more salient 

(e.g., promoting one’s own personal ties with nature and thus with the natural site) 

depending on the type of site. In particular, of major interest is the role of 

communication and how this can be used to foster a respectful behaviour towards the 

heritage. Future studies may look more precisely at such difference investigating 

whether communication can elicit advocacy towards conservation of cultural or 

natural heritages. 
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