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Tourism, Destination Image, | Context and Purpose: Despite being an integral part of the multisensory travel

Hyrcanian Forests experience, soundscapes remain an underexplored aspect of tourism studies.
This research investigates the role of natural soundscapes in shaping tourists’
sense of place and overall satisfaction. Focusing on the auditory dimension, the
study aims to explore how natural acoustic environments contribute to
emotional and perceptual connections with natural heritage destinations.
Design/methodology/approach: The study was conducted across three natural
heritage sites within the Hyrcanian forests of Gilan Province, Iran-regions
renowned for their distinctive natural soundscapes. Employing structural
equation modeling (SEM) and bootstrap analysis, a behavioral model was tested
to examine the relationships between tourists’ attitudes toward natural
soundscapes, their perceived image of these soundscapes, and the resulting
impact on tourist satisfaction and sense of place. Data were gathered through a
combination of questionnaires and semi-structured interviews involving 30
expert stakeholders and 248 visiting tourists. Findings: The results demonstrate
that natural soundscapes significantly enhance tourist satisfaction and
strengthen emotional bonds with the environment, contributing positively to the
sense of place. Furthermore, auditory expectations were found to play a crucial
role in shaping tourists' overall satisfaction and their intentions for future visits.
Conclusion: Natural soundscapes emerge as influential elements in both tourists’
perceptual experiences and destination loyalty. Enhancing these auditory
components and reducing anthropogenic noise can lead to more meaningful,
satisfying, and sustainable tourism experiences. Originality/value: This study
makes a pioneering contribution by positioning soundscapes as a central element
in destination management and tourism experience design. It introduces
theoretical insights and practical recommendations for leveraging natural
auditory environments to support regional tourism development and sustainable
resource management.
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1. Introduction

Sounds play a vital role in tourism
experiences, deeply influencing place
attachment, memory formation, and
overall destination perception. The
soundscape—which includes biophony
(natural sounds from living beings),
anthrophony (human-made sounds), and
geophony (earth-related sounds like wind
or thunder)—affects how tourists perceive
and interact with their surroundings. A
harmonious balance between sound types,
the context in which they are heard, and
their volume can greatly enhance or
disrupt the travel experience.

The Hyrcanian forests in Gilan
province, recognized as a UNESCO World
Heritage site, offer a rich and immersive
natural soundscape, featuring elements
like birdsong, flowing water, and rustling
leaves. These sounds not only contribute
to mental well-being and environmental
awareness but also reflect the cultural
identity of local communities. The forests'
acoustic environment serves as both a
therapeutic attraction for ecotourists and
a tool for biodiversity monitoring,
emphasizing the need for responsible and
sound-sensitive tourism planning.

Although research on tourism has
traditionally emphasized visual elements,
recent studies highlight the critical role of
natural sounds in shaping tourist
satisfaction and loyalty. Positive auditory
experiences can even lead to increased
word-of-mouth promotion. Therefore,
incorporating  multisensory—especially
auditory—perspectives in tourism design
and management is essential to creating
richer, more memorable, and meaningful
visitor experiences.

2. Research Methodology

The physical characteristics of a space
influence how it interacts with sound
waves, which can enhance or weaken
sound. Since soundscape perception
relates to the quality of heard sound, it's
essential to assess how humans perceive
it. Questionnaires are commonly used for
this  purpose, offering structured
questions that participants answer based
on their personal experiences. This study
focused on examining how natural
soundscapes impact tourists’ sense of
place and satisfaction in the Hyrcanian
forests of Gilan province. It employed an
applied, descriptive-survey = method,
targeting tourists visiting the forests
during the summer and fall of 2024. Data
were collected using 248 distributed
electronic questionnaires through
convenience and snowball sampling, and
30 environmental experts and tour guides
were also interviewed.

Initial survey items were developed
through a comprehensive literature
review, then refined via expert feedback
and localized for the cultural and
geographical context of the Hyrcanian
forests.  Semi-structured  interviews
further explored emotional and cognitive
impressions of natural soundscapes. The
final instrument included 19 items across
four categories: cognitive and emotional
image of soundscapes, attitudes toward
them, tourist satisfaction, and loyalty. A
two-part questionnaire was created—one
for demographic data, and another for
measuring perceptions using a five-point
Likert scale. Data analysis involved
descriptive statistics and inferential
techniques like Confirmatory Factor
Analysis (CFA), path analysis, and
bootstrapping. The study ensured strong
reliability (Cronbach’s alpha > 0.78) and
validity (CVI = 0.79, AVE = 0.5), confirming
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the questionnaire’s effectiveness in
capturing the impact of natural
soundscapes on tourist experiences.

3. Research Findings

The reliability and validity of the scales
were tested using Cronbach’s alpha
coefficients and corrected item-total
correlations, with all values exceeding the
threshold of 0.30, indicating that no items
should be removed. Cronbach’s alpha
coefficients for the five dimensions ranged
from 0.70 to 0.866, with an overall value of
0.912, demonstrating good internal
consistency. Factor loadings ranged from
0.545t0 0.829, above the threshold of 0.50,
and Composite Reliability (CR) values were
above 0.70, indicating high internal
consistency between latent variables. The
Average Variance Extracted (AVE) values
ranged from 0.39 to 0.62, which are
acceptable. Model fit indices showed good
alignment with the recommended
thresholds, confirming a good fit with the
data. Mediation tests using the bootstrap
method revealed that place attachment
and tourist satisfaction did not mediate
the relationship between attitude toward
natural soundscapes and tourist loyalty,
while they did mediate between the
cognitive image of soundscapes and
tourist loyalty, as indicated by a significant
indirect effect.

In this study, the concept of "mental
image of natural soundscapes” was
validated through reliability and validity
tests. The findings enrich the tourism
literature by demonstrating the important
role of natural soundscapes in shaping
place attachment, enhancing tourist
satisfaction, and loyalty within nature-
based tourism contexts. This study
expands common views on "destination
image" by suggesting that natural
soundscapes should be included as part of

the destination image, especially in
nature-based destinations like the
Hyrcanian Forests in Gilan. Tourist
attitudes toward natural sounds directly
impact their emotional and cognitive
perceptions of the soundscape, which
aligns with previous studies indicating that
attitudes positively affect perceived
images (Chhabra et al., 2003; Nicholas et
al.,, 2009; Zhou et al., 2013). However, no
direct connection was found between
positive  attitudes  toward  natural
soundscapes and tourist satisfaction or
loyalty. This suggests that merely having a
positive attitude toward natural sounds
does not necessarily increase tourism
demand, as other complex and
multidimensional factors influence place
attachment, satisfaction, and loyalty.

4. Conclusion

The mental image of natural soundscapes
directly influences tourist satisfaction,
offering new insights into how destination
perception affects satisfaction. However,
the soundscape image does not directly
impact loyalty but affects it indirectly
through place attachment and
satisfaction. Satisfaction plays a key role,
with the cognitive image of natural sounds
having a greater effect on the tourist
experience and loyalty than emotional
perceptions. Natural soundscapes should
be a key focus in tourism development,
and managers should use marketing tools
to promote these sounds and strategically
position destinations. Managing tourists'
cognitive and emotional experiences with
natural sounds is crucial, and efforts
should be made to enhance the cognitive
image of these sounds. Creating favorable
environments for sound experiences and
offering activities like soundwalks and
forest bathing can improve perceptions
and loyalty. Specific marketing strategies,
such as collaborating with tourism
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