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Introduction 

Tourism has become a strategic component of the UAE’s 
efforts to diversify its economy and reduce dependence on oil 
revenues. According to the World Travel & Tourism Council [1], the 
sector contributed AED 220 billion to the UAE economy in 2023, 
equivalent to 11.7% of GDP, and increased to AED 257.3 billion in 
2024, representing approximately 13% of the national economy 
[2]. Within this broader tourism development, Al Ain has gained 
increasing attention as a destination, particularly following its 
designation as the Gulf Capital of Tourism in 2025. The city offers 
distinctive cultural heritage, ecological resources, and tourism 
opportunities that support the UAE’s wider tourism ambitions 
[3]. As tourism development continues under initiatives such as 
the UAE Tourism Strategy 2031 and the National Tourism Charter,  

 
understanding and engaging local residents becomes increasingly 
important for the long-term development of tourism.

Residents’ support is an important factor in the development 
and sustainability of tourism destinations because tourism can 
affect their economic, social, cultural, and everyday environments. 
Understanding residents’ perceptions can therefore help 
policymakers and tourism stakeholders design development 
strategies that are more responsive to local conditions and 
expectations [4]. Residents’ knowledge of tourism development 
may also shape how they understand tourism initiatives and 
evaluate their potential consequences. At the same time, trust 
in government is important for establishing constructive 
relationships between residents and public institutions. 
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Governmental trust reflects citizens’ confidence that public 
institutions and their decisions will produce desirable outcomes 
[5,6]. In the context of tourism, greater trust may encourage 
residents to view government-led initiatives more positively and 
strengthen their willingness to support tourism development.

Despite the growing importance of tourism in emerging 
destinations, limited research has examined how residents’ 
knowledge of tourism development may contribute to trust in 
governmental decisions and, in turn, shape perceived tourism 
benefits and support for tourism development. Existing studies 
have largely examined residents’ perceptions of the economic, 
social, cultural, and environmental impacts of tourism [7-9]. 
Other studies have considered residents’ knowledge or trust 
separately, but less attention has been given to the relationships 
among knowledge, institutional trust, perceived benefits, and 
support within an integrated framework. This gap is particularly 
relevant in rapidly developing tourism contexts such as the 
UAE, where government-led tourism initiatives are expanding 
and residents play an important role in the social acceptance of 
tourism development.

Accordingly, this study examines how residents’ knowledge 
of tourism development influences their trust in governmental 
decisions regarding tourism and how these factors relate to 
perceived tourism benefits and support for tourism development 
in Al Ain, UAE. Drawing on Social Exchange Theory (SET), the 
study considers knowledge and trust as factors that may shape 
residents’ evaluations of tourism benefits and their subsequent 
support for tourism development.

Given the UAE’s rapid tourism expansion, understanding 
residents’ attitudes has become increasingly important. National 
tourism policies emphasize the development of tourism capacity 
and greater community involvement in tourism initiatives, 
reflecting the importance of local participation in achieving 
sustainable tourism development. However, limited attention 
has been given to how residents’ knowledge of tourism 
development and trust in governmental decisions jointly shape 
their perceptions of tourism benefits and support for tourism 
development. Although perceived benefits are widely recognized 
as an important factor in residents’ support for tourism, their role 
in linking knowledge and trust to support remains insufficiently 
examined [10].

A more integrated approach is therefore needed to examine 
how residents’ knowledge, trust in governmental decisions, and 
perceived tourism benefits interact in shaping support for tourism 
development. This is particularly relevant in the UAE, where 
tourism development is strongly supported by government-led 
initiatives and where the involvement of local communities can 
contribute to the social acceptance and sustainability of tourism 
policies. Accordingly, the present study extends existing tourism 
research by examining these relationships within the context of 
Al Ain, UAE.

The study is significant because knowledge and institutional 
trust are important factors in shaping social and community 
relationships [11]. By integrating these factors with perceived 
tourism benefits within a Social Exchange Theory framework, 
the study seeks to provide a more comprehensive explanation 
of residents’ support for tourism development. The research 
objectives are as follows:

i.	 To examine the relationship between residents’ 
knowledge of tourism development and their trust in 
governmental decisions regarding tourism.

ii.	 To examine the effects of residents’ knowledge and trust 
in governmental decisions on perceived tourism benefits.

iii.	 To examine the effects of residents’ knowledge, trust 
in governmental decisions, and perceived tourism benefits on 
support for tourism development.

iv.	 To examine the mediating roles of trust in governmental 
decisions and perceived tourism benefits in explaining residents’ 
support for tourism development.

v.	 To provide practical recommendations for policymakers 
and tourism stakeholders seeking to strengthen community 
support for tourism development.

Literature Review and Theoretical Framework

The context of the study

Since its establishment in 1971, the United Arab Emirates 
has developed into a federation of seven emirates located on the 
Arabian Peninsula. Its geographic position has supported the 
country’s emergence as an important regional center for trade, 
mobility, and international connectivity [12]. Tourism has been 
incorporated into the UAE’s broader economic diversification 
agenda, particularly as the country seeks to reduce its dependence 
on hydrocarbon revenues and strengthen non-oil sources of 
growth [13]. After nine consecutive increases, arrivals are 
expected to peak at 44.66 million in 2029, as shown in Figure 1. 
Tourism development can influence residents’ economic, social, 
and everyday environments, making local support an important 
consideration for the sustainability and long-term success 
of tourism initiatives [8,14,15]. As tourism continues to gain 
importance within the UAE’s development agenda, understanding 
residents’ responses becomes increasingly relevant. In particular, 
residents may differ in their knowledge of tourism development, 
their trust in governmental decisions, and their perceptions 
of the benefits generated by tourism [16]. These factors may 
influence whether residents develop favorable attitudes toward 
tourism and support its continued development [17]. Examining 
these relationships is therefore important for understanding the 
mechanisms through which residents’ knowledge and trust may 
translate into perceived benefits and, ultimately, support for 
tourism development [18,19].
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Figure 1: Number of international tourist arrivals in the United Arab Emirates from 2014 to 2029 (in millions) [54].
Source: [3].

Social Exchange Theory (SET)

Social Exchange Theory (SET) has its intellectual roots in 
sociology and social psychology, with important contributions 
from [20,21]. The theory proposes that social relationships can be 
understood in terms of exchanges in which individuals evaluate 
the expected rewards and costs associated with a particular 
interaction or situation. In the tourism context, SET provides a 
useful framework for understanding how residents assess tourism 
development according to the benefits and costs they associate 
with its presence in their community [22]. According to [9], SET’s 
attractiveness stems from its awareness of the heterogeneous 
composition of a host community. This means that various 
segments would have different attitudes, whether favorable or 
unfavorable, based on what they perceive as the benefits and costs 
of the tourism undertaking. 

Social Exchange Theory (SET) has been widely used to 
explain residents’ attitudes toward tourism development 
[23,17]. Differences in residents’ experiences, expectations, and 
perceptions can lead to variations in their assessments of tourism-
related benefits and costs and, consequently, in their willingness 
to support tourism development [9,24,25]. From this perspective, 
residents’ support is more likely when they perceive the outcomes 
of tourism development as beneficial, whereas perceptions of 
unfavorable consequences may weaken their support [18,26]. 
Previous tourism research has consequently applied SET to 
explain residents’ attitudes and support by examining how 
perceived tourism impacts and benefits influence their responses 
to tourism development [18,27-29].

In the present study, SET provides the theoretical foundation 
for examining perceived tourism benefits as a mechanism through 
which residents may develop support for tourism development 
[30]. However, residents’ evaluations of tourism benefits may 
also depend on the information available to them and on their 
confidence in the institutions responsible for tourism-related 
decisions [18,23]. Accordingly, this study extends the application of 

SET by incorporating tourism knowledge and trust in government 
decisions as antecedents of perceived tourism benefits and 
support for tourism development [31]. This perspective allows 
the study to move beyond a simple benefit–costs explanation 
and examine how cognitive and institutional factors may shape 
residents’ evaluations of tourism development [32].

Hypotheses development

Residents’ knowledge of tourism development reflects their 
understanding of tourism policies, initiatives, impacts, and the 
role of local government, such knowledge can shape how residents 
interpret government actions and evaluate the consequences of 
tourism development [32,33]. Residents who are more informed 
about tourism initiatives may be better able to understand 
the rationale behind governmental decisions and assess their 
potential outcomes, which can reduce uncertainty surrounding 
tourism development [32,34]. 

Previous research suggests that residents’ knowledge 
and understanding of tourism can influence their perceptions 
of tourism and their responses to tourism-related initiatives 
[33,35,36]. More broadly, research on public institutions indicates 
that citizens’ knowledge of governmental roles and functions 
can contribute to their evaluations of, and confidence in, public 
institutions [37]. In the tourism context, a lack of information 
about tourism development and governmental actions may make 
it more difficult for residents to evaluate tourism policies and may 
contribute to uncertainty or less favorable perceptions of tourism 
governance [34,38]. Thus, greater tourism knowledge may 
provide residents with a clearer basis for evaluating government 
decisions and their implications for the local community.

From a social exchange perspective, residents’ evaluations of 
tourism-related exchanges are partly shaped by the information 
available to them and by their understanding of the actors 
involved in managing tourism development [9,22]. Accordingly, 
residents who possess greater knowledge of tourism development 
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may be more likely to understand and evaluate governmental 
tourism decisions positively, thereby developing greater trust in 
those decisions [32,34]. Based on this reasoning, the following 
hypothesis is proposed:

H1: Residents’ knowledge of tourism development positively 
influences their trust in governmental decisions.

Residents’ knowledge of tourism development may shape how 
they interpret the effects and potential benefits associated with 
tourism activities in their communities. Residents who are more 
knowledgeable about tourism may have a better understanding of 
its economic, social, cultural, and community-level contributions 
and may therefore evaluate tourism development more favorably 
[32,33]. Knowledge may also enable residents to distinguish 
between the potential benefits and costs of tourism development 
and form more informed evaluations of its consequences [32].

However, the relationship between residents’ knowledge and 
their perceptions of tourism has not always been consistent across 
destinations. Earlier research reported that residents’ knowledge 
of tourism was not necessarily associated with more favorable 
perceptions of tourism impacts [39], suggesting that knowledge 
alone may not automatically lead to positive evaluations. More 
recent research, however, continues to demonstrate the relevance 
of tourism knowledge to residents’ perceptions and attitudes 
toward tourism development [32,33]. From a Social Exchange 
Theory perspective, greater knowledge may enable residents to 
make more informed assessments of the benefits they expect to 
obtain from tourism and therefore strengthen their perceptions 
of tourism-related benefits [18].

Accordingly, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H2: Residents’ knowledge of tourism development positively 
influences the perceived benefits of tourism.

Residents’ knowledge of tourism development may also 
influence their willingness to support tourism initiatives. A 
better understanding of tourism policies, development plans, and 
their potential implications may enable residents to form more 
informed evaluations of tourism development and participate 
more positively in tourism-related decisions. Previous research 
has suggested that residents’ knowledge and awareness of 
tourism can contribute to their support for tourism development 
[40,41]. 

However, knowledge does not necessarily produce support 
when residents perceive unfavorable consequences or insufficient 
returns from tourism development [39]. From a Social Exchange 
Theory perspective, residents are more likely to support tourism 
when they perceive the exchange relationship as favorable 
and believe that the benefits associated with tourism justify its 
potential costs [42]. Thus, residents with greater knowledge of 
tourism development may be more capable of evaluating tourism-
related outcomes and forming supportive attitudes toward 

tourism development.

In addition to its potential direct influence on support, tourism 
knowledge may affect residents’ support indirectly through 
their trust in governmental decisions. Residents who are more 
knowledgeable about tourism policies and government initiatives 
may be better able to understand the rationale underlying 
governmental decisions and assess their potential implications. 
Greater understanding may consequently strengthen trust in 
government decisions, which can in turn contribute to residents’ 
willingness to support tourism development. Accordingly, the 
following hypotheses are proposed:

H3: Residents’ knowledge of tourism development positively 
influences their support for tourism development.

H3a: Residents’ trust in governmental decisions regarding 
tourism mediates the relationship between knowledge of tourism 
development and residents’ support for tourism development.

Residents’ Trust in Governmental Decisions, Perceived 
Benefits of Tourism, and Support for Tourism Development 
Social Exchange Theory views trust as an important element 
in social relationships and exchange processes [20,43]. In the 
tourism context, residents’ trust in governmental decisions 
reflects their confidence in the government’s ability to manage 
tourism development effectively and in the interests of the local 
community. Recent research suggests that trust in government 
can shape residents’ evaluations of tourism development and 
their perceptions of its outcomes [17]. Residents who have greater 
confidence in governmental decisions may be more likely to 
perceive tourism development as beneficial, whereas lower levels 
of trust may weaken favorable evaluations of tourism outcomes. 
Accordingly, the following hypotheses are proposed:

H4: Residents’ trust in governmental decisions regarding 
tourism positively influences their perceived benefits of tourism.

H4a: Residents’ trust in governmental decisions regarding 
tourism mediates the relationship between knowledge of tourism 
development and residents’ perceived benefits of tourism.

Trust is an important component of destination governance 
because it can strengthen cooperation between residents and 
the institutions responsible for tourism development [3,36]. 
Residents’ support for tourism development is also influenced 
by the extent to which they perceive tourism as generating 
favourable outcomes for their communities, including economic, 
social, and quality-of-life benefits [44,45]. From an institutional 
perspective, confidence in governmental and tourism institutions 
can strengthen residents’ willingness to accept and support 
tourism-related policies and development initiatives [46]. 
Accordingly, residents who have greater trust in governmental 
decisions regarding tourism are expected to be more supportive 
of tourism development.
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H5: Residents’ trust in governmental decisions in the context 
of tourism positively influences their support for tourism 
development.

According to Social Exchange Theory, residents’ support 
for tourism development is influenced by their evaluation of 
the benefits and costs associated with tourism. Recent research 
continues to demonstrate that residents who perceive greater 
benefits from tourism are more likely to support its further 
development [23,47]. Perceived benefits may include economic 
opportunities, improvements in infrastructure and public 
services, social and cultural opportunities, and enhanced quality 
of life. When residents perceive tourism outcomes as beneficial, 
they are more likely to develop favorable attitudes and support 

tourism development. Accordingly, the following hypotheses are 
proposed:

H6: Perceived benefits of tourism development increase the 
likelihood of support for tourism development.

H6a: Perceived benefits of tourism development mediate the 
relationship between knowledge of tourism development and 
residents’ support for tourism development.

H6b: Perceived benefits of tourism development mediate 
the relationship between residents’ trust in governmental 
decisions regarding tourism and residents’ support for tourism 
development.

Figure 2 presents the conceptual model of the study.

Figure 2: Conceptual structure.

Materials and Methods

Justification for Alain selection

Although Al Ain has been examined as a tourism destination, 
aspects of residents’ perceptions and the city’s potential for 
destination development remain relatively underexplored 
compared with the wider Abu Dhabi tourism context [48-50]. As 
a distinctive destination within the Emirate of Abu Dhabi, Al Ain 
offers opportunities for tourism development based on its cultural 
heritage, natural environment, and distinctive destination identity. 
At the same time, residents’ perceptions and responses to tourism 
development have received comparatively limited attention in 
the Al Ain context [4,49]. This provides a relevant setting for 
examining how residents’ knowledge of tourism development, 
trust in governmental decisions, and perceived tourism benefits 
shape their support for tourism development. Accordingly, this 
study focuses on Al Ain to provide empirical evidence on the 
factors underlying residents’ support for tourism development in 

this distinctive destination context.

Research design

This study adopted a quantitative research design using 
a structured online questionnaire administered to residents 
of Al Ain. A questionnaire was selected because it provides a 
systematic approach for collecting standardized responses from a 
relatively large number of participants and is particularly suitable 
for examining perceptions, attitudes, beliefs, and behavioral 
intentions in tourism research [51]. The online format also 
facilitates efficient data collection and enables respondents to 
complete the survey remotely, which is appropriate for studies 
examining residents’ perceptions of tourism development.

Sampling technique

The study targeted permanent residents of Al Ain aged 18 
years and above who had lived in the city for at least one year. Given 
the use of PLS-SEM, the required sample size was determined with 
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consideration of the complexity of the proposed structural model 
and the number of relationships to be estimated [52]. Stratified 
random sampling was employed to ensure representation across 
the different districts of Al Ain. Data were collected through a 
structured online questionnaire administered between October 
and November 2024.

Questionnaire development

The questionnaire consisted of two sections. The first 
collected respondents’ demographic information, including 
gender, age, educational level, and length of residence in Al Ain. 
The second measured tourism knowledge, trust in governmental 
decisions, perceived tourism benefits, and support for tourism 
development using measurement items adapted from previously 
validated scales [24,39,41,53,54]. The questionnaire was initially 
developed in English and subsequently translated into Arabic 
using a blind translation–back-translation procedure to ensure 
linguistic clarity and conceptual equivalence between the two 
versions.

Data analysis

Data were analyzed using Partial Least Squares Structural 
Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) with Smart PLS 4.0. Following 
established PLS-SEM procedures, a two-step approach was 
adopted. First, the measurement model was assessed to establish 
the reliability and validity of the constructs. Second, the structural 

model was evaluated to test the hypothesized relationships 
among the constructs and assess the explanatory power of the 
model [55]. PLS-SEM was selected because it is appropriate for 
estimating complex models involving multiple latent constructs 
and relationships and for assessing both measurement and 
structural components simultaneously.

Results and Discussion

Sample profile

In behavioral research, a sample of approximately 370–384 
respondents is generally considered sufficient for a population 
of this size at a 95% confidence level [52,59]. Accordingly, 500 
questionnaires were distributed, of which 378 valid responses 
were retained for the analysis. The demographic characteristics 
of the final sample are presented in Table 1. The sample included 
respondents across different age groups, genders, educational 
levels, and lengths of residence in Al Ain. Male and female 
respondents were relatively evenly represented. The largest 
proportion of respondents belonged to the 31-40 age group, 
followed by those aged 41-50. Most participants had lived in Al Ain 
for more than 11 years, indicating that a substantial proportion 
of the sample had considerable experience with the city and its 
development. In terms of education, approximately one-third of 
respondents held a bachelor’s degree, indicating a relatively well-
educated sample.

Table 1: Respondents’ Demographic Profile.

Variable Category Frequency (%) Variable Category Frequency (%)

Gender
Male 59.20%

Educational Level

Secondary/Equivalent 25%

Female 40.70% Bachelor 63%

Age

18–30 4% Master 9%

31–40 31% Others 3%

41–50 27%

Duration of Living in Al Ain

5–6 years 5%

51–65 25% 6–10 years 31%

>65 12% Over 10 years 64%

Descriptive statistics 

Participants generally reported favorable perceptions of 
tourism development in Al Ain, with mean scores above the 
neutral midpoint across the main study constructs. Respondents 
reported relatively high levels of support for tourism development 
and favorable evaluations of government tourism policies and 
tourism-related outcomes. They also perceived tourism as 
generating economic benefits, including increased revenues, 
business opportunities, employment, and improvements in 
infrastructure and public facilities. Overall, the descriptive results 
indicate positive perceptions of the contribution of tourism to 

local socio-economic development.

Measurement model assessment

The measurement model was assessed for validity and 
reliability in this study. To assess construct validity, factor loadings 
exceeded the recommended threshold of 0.70 [52,55]. Convergent 
validity was tested using the Average Variance Extracted (AVE) 
value of 0.5. Internal consistency was evaluated using Cronbach’s 
Alpha and composite reliability, with recommended values above 
0.70. The results confirmed satisfactory internal consistency 
for all constructs. The findings on construct validity, convergent 
validity, and reliability are shown in Table 2.

http://dx.doi.org/10.19080/GJTLH.2026.05.555655


How to cite this article:  Oleksandr P K, Yuliia M S, Maria Nascimento C. A Social Exchange Perspective on Residents’ Support for Tourism Development. 
Glob J Tourism Leisure & Hosp Manag. 2026; 5 (1): 555655. DOI: 10.19080/GJTLH.2026.04.555655007

Global Journal of Tourism Leisure & Hospitality Management

Table 2: Mean, standard deviation, loading, Cronbach’s Alpha, CR and AVE.

Constructs Item Loading (> 0.5) Α (> 0.7) CR (> 0.7) AVE (> 0.5) VIF

  KT1 0.901 0.84 0.843 0.758 2.302

  KT2 0.862       1.983

  KT3 0.848       1.837

  PB1 0.869 0.926 0.934 0.697 3.03

  PB2 0.861       2.82

  PB3 0.867       2.957

  PB4 0.835       2.503

  PB5 0.844       2.59

  PB6 0.891       3.56

  PB8 0.651       1.519

 
STD1 0.838 0.827 0.826 0.662 2.132

STD2 0.846       2.194

  STD3 0.859       2.288

  STD4 0.702       1.296

  TGD1 0.822 0.854 0.858 0.695 1.974

  TGD2 0.823       1.918

  TGD3 0.832       1.869

  TGD4 0.857       2.131
 
Note: M=Mean; SD=Standard Deviation, α= Cronbach’s alpha; CR = Composite Reliability, AVE = Average Variance Extracted.

A five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly 
agree) was used, and all factor loadings were statistically 
significant (p < 0.01). The Fornell-Larcker and HTMT criteria 
was employed to assess discriminant validity. Table 3 shows the 
comparison between the square root of AVE for each construct 

and the correlations among constructs. The results strongly 
support discriminant validity, as the square roots of AVE along 
the table’s diagonal exceed the recommended 0.5 threshold [52]. 
HTMT values were below the recommended threshold of 0.90, 
indicating satisfactory discriminant validity [56].

Table 3: Discriminant Validity.

Fornell-Larcker HTMT

  KT PB STD TGD KT PB STD TGD

KT 0.871              

PB 0.614 0.835     0.693      

STD 0.519 0.784 0.814   0.623 0.894    

TGD 0.345 0.637 0.707 0.834 0.405 0.71 0.832  

Assessment of structural model 

The structural model was assessed using a bootstrapping 
procedure with 5,000 resamples to evaluate the significance 
and stability of the hypothesized relationships. The analysis 
examined the path coefficients (β), t-values, p-values, and 
confidence intervals for the hypothesized paths. The coefficient of 
determination (R²) was used to assess the explanatory power of 
the endogenous constructs, while effect sizes (f²) were examined 
to determine the contribution of individual exogenous constructs 
to the explained variance. Predictive relevance (Q²) was also 

assessed to evaluate the model’s predictive capability [52,55,57]. 
The results of the structural model are presented in Figure 3 & 
Table 4.

Direct hypothesis testing

The structural model results indicate positive and statistically 
significant relationships among the core constructs Knowledge 
of Tourism Development (KT), Trust in Governmental Decisions 
regarding tourism (TGD), Perceived Benefits of Tourism (PB), and 
Support for Tourism Development (STD) supporting hypotheses 
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H1 through H6. The effect sizes (f²) ranged from 0.015 to 
0.492, indicating varying levels of contribution of the predictor 
constructs to the endogenous constructs. The model also 

demonstrated predictive relevance, with Q² values ranging from 
0.119 to 0.692, indicating that the model has predictive relevance 
for the endogenous constructs [52,58].

Table 4: Results of the structural path analysis.

H Relationship Std Beta Std Error t-value P-values Decision Q2 f² Q² VIF

H1 KT -> TGD 0.345 0.042 8.195 0 Supported 0.119 0.135 0.081 1

H2 KT -> PB 0.448 0.022 20.24 0 Supported 0.583 0.423 0.403 1.135

H3 KT -> STD 0.087 0.045 1.934 0.053 Not-Supported 0.692 0.015 0.448 1.615

H4 TGD -> PB 0.483 0.033 14.747 0 Supported   0.492   1.135

H5 TGD -> STD 0.356 0.047 7.644 0 Supported   0.243   1.694

H6 PB -> STD 0.504 0.049 10.361 0 Supported   0.345   2.396

Importantly, the Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) values, which 
fall between 1.000 and 2.396, remain well below the commonly 
accepted threshold of 5.0, suggesting that multicollinearity is not 
a concern within the model. These outcomes collectively offer 
robust empirical support for the proposed theoretical framework, 
affirming the hypothesized relationships and enhancing the 
model’s validity in explaining residents’ support for tourism 
development. Table 3 presents the detailed results of the 
structural path analysis, including standardized beta coefficients, 
standard errors, t-values, p-values, hypothesis testing outcomes, 
effect sizes (f²), predictive relevance (Q²), and VIF statistics. 
The confirmation of these hypothesized paths underscores the 
theoretical proposition that knowledge, trust, and perceived 
benefits are critical determinants of community support for 
tourism initiatives. KT -> TGD path is statistically significant, 
supporting H1 with (β=0.345, t=8.195, p=0.000). The positive 
relationship highlights that as residents’ knowledge development 
increases, their trust in governmental decisions strengthens. This 
suggests that well informed residents are more likely to perceive 
government as capable and reliable in managing tourism related 
initiatives. This result emphasizes the role of educational outreach 
and transparent communication in building trust. Additionally, 
KT -> PB relationship is highly significant, confirming H2 with 
(β=0.448, t=20.24, p=0.000). It highlights that individuals 
possess greater KT are more likely to perceive positive benefits 
from tourism. This positive relationship reflects the strength and 
consistency of this association, which underscores the importance 
of raising public awareness about tourism’s cultural, economic, 
and social contributions to enhance supportive attitudes. 
Although the KT -> STD path coefficient is positive, this association 
is non-significant with (β=0.087, t=1.934, p=0.053), hence, H3 
is not supported. The TGD -> PB path is statistically significant, 
supporting H4, with (β=0.483, t=14.747, p=0.000). this result 
highlights that individuals who trust institutional decisions are 
mor likely to perceive tourism as beneficial. This finding indicates 
that institutional trust plays a crucial role in shaping favorable 
tourism perceptions, reinforcing the value of accountable and 
participatory governance. Furthermore, TGD -> STD relationship 
is supported with (β=0.356, t=7.644, p=0.000), showing that TGD 

significantly enhances STD. this result implies that when residents 
believe their government is making sound and fair tourism related 
decisions, they are more likely to endorse tourism policies and 
initiatives. Lastly, the PB -> STD path is significant and substantial 
in magnitude, supporting H6 with (β=0.504, t=10.361, p=0.000). 
PB demonstrates the strongest influence, underscoring the critical 
role that resident’s perceptions of tangible and intangible tourism 
benefits play in motivating their support.

Testing indirect hypothesis (mediation assessment)

Mediation analysis was used to examine whether the effect 
of one construct on another operates through an intervening 
variable. Also in Table 5, TGD significantly mediates the 
relationship between KT and PB (β = 0.167, t = 7.930, p < 0.001), 
this indicates that greater tourism knowledge is associated with 
more positive perceptions of tourism benefits partly through 
increased trust in governmental decisions. PB also significantly 
mediates the relationships between KT and STD (β = 0.226, t = 
8.863, p < 0.001) and between TGD and STD (β = 0.244, t = 8.214, 
p < 0.001). KT has a significant indirect effect on STD through TGD 
(β = 0.123, t = 5.873, p < 0.001). These findings suggest that trust 
and perceived benefits are important pathways through which 
tourism knowledge contributes to residents’ support for tourism 
development.

Multigroup analysis: locals vs expatriates

A multigroup analysis was conducted to assess whether 
structural relationships differed between local and expatriate 
residents. The structural model results indicate differences 
in the predictive relationships (Figure 4). The R² value for STD 
appears to be greater for locals (0.791) than for expatriates 
(0.673), suggesting that KT and TGD explain a greater proportion 
of the variance in support for tourism development among local 
residents. In contrast, PB shows similar explanatory power across 
the two groups, with R² values of 0.593 for locals and 0.585 for 
expatriates. In terms of direct effects, KT has a stronger influence 
on STD for expatriates (β = 0.604) than for locals (β = 0.180), 
suggesting that tourism knowledge may be more relevant to 
support among expatriate residents. However, TGD has a stronger 
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influence on STD for locals (β = 0.457) than for expatriates (β = 
0.332), suggesting that trust in government decisions may play 

a more important role in shaping support for tourism initiatives 
among local residents.

Table 5: Bootstrapping the indirect effect.

H Relationship Std Beta Std Error t-value P-values 2.50% 97.50%

H3a KT -> TGD -> STD 0.123 0.021 5.873 0 0.083 0.164

H4a KT -> TGD -> PB 0.167 0.021 7.93 0 0.125 0.208

H6a KT -> PB -> STD 0.226 0.025 8.863 0 0.179 0.278

H6b TGD -> PB -> STD 0.244 0.03 8.214 0 0.19 0.307

Figure 3: The research’s conceptual framework.

Finally, PB has a slightly stronger effect on STD among 
expatriates (β = 0.528) than among locals (β = 0.404), suggesting 
that expatriate support for tourism development may be more 
strongly associated with perceived tourism benefits. The 
findings suggest a need for targeted strategies: while engaging 
local residents in policy processes and strengthening trust in 
government may enhance their support for tourism, increasing 
awareness and knowledge of tourism development may be more 
influential in strengthening support among expatriates. Such a 
differentiated understanding can contribute to more inclusive and 
effective tourism planning.

Discussion

This study examines the relationships among residents’ 
knowledge of tourism development, trust in governmental 
decisions, perceived tourism benefits, and support for tourism 
development. Grounded in Social Exchange Theory (SET), the 
findings provide insights into the factors shaping residents’ 
support for tourism initiatives in Al Ain. The study contributes 

to the tourism literature by examining how cognitive and 
institutional factors interact with perceived benefits to explain 
residents’ support for tourism development.

The findings indicate that residents’ knowledge of tourism 
development positively influences their trust in governmental 
decisions and perceived tourism benefits, supporting H1 and 
H2. However, the direct relationship between knowledge and 
support for tourism development was not statistically significant, 
and therefore H3 was not supported. These findings suggest that 
knowledge alone may not be sufficient to generate direct support 
for tourism development. Instead, knowledge may influence 
residents’ evaluations through other factors, particularly trust 
and perceived benefits. The positive effect of knowledge on trust 
is consistent with previous research highlighting the importance 
of residents’ knowledge and understanding in shaping their 
responses to tourism development [35] Tuzunkan & Arslanturk, 
2021. From an SET perspective, residents who are better informed 
about tourism development may be better positioned to evaluate 
governmental decisions and the potential consequences of 
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tourism initiatives. This may reduce uncertainty and contribute to 
greater trust in governmental actions. The finding also highlights 
the importance of providing residents with clear and accessible 
information about tourism policies, initiatives, and their potential 
benefits.

Trust was also found to be an important determinant of 
perceived tourism benefits and support for tourism development, 
supporting H4 and H5. This finding is consistent with the relational 
perspective of SET, in which trust can facilitate positive exchanges 
between residents and institutions [20]. Residents who have 
greater confidence in governmental decisions may be more likely 
to perceive tourism development positively and support related 
initiatives. This finding is consistent with previous research 
emphasizing the role of institutional trust in residents’ responses 
to tourism development [24,32]. Transparent communication, 
participatory decision-making, and government accountability 
may therefore contribute to strengthening residents’ trust and 
support.

The positive relationship between perceived tourism 
benefits and support for tourism development also supports 
H6 and is consistent with SET. Residents who perceive greater 
economic, social, and community benefits from tourism are 
more likely to support its continued development. Economic 
benefits such as employment opportunities, revenue generation, 
and infrastructure improvements may strengthen residents’ 
evaluations of tourism, while social and cultural benefits can 
further contribute to positive attitudes [35,40]. Ensuring that 
these benefits are visible and fairly distributed may therefore be 
important for maintaining long-term community support [59-61].

The mediation results provide further insight into these 
relationships. Trust significantly mediated the relationship 
between knowledge and perceived tourism benefits, while 
perceived benefits mediated the relationships between knowledge 
and support and between trust and support. In addition, 
knowledge had a significant indirect effect on support through 
trust. These findings suggest that knowledge does not necessarily 
translate directly into support; rather, its influence may operate 
through institutional trust and residents’ perceptions of tourism 
benefits. This provides further support for extending SET beyond 
a simple benefit–costs explanation by considering the cognitive 
and institutional factors that shape residents’ evaluations of 
tourism development [62].

The multigroup analysis further showed differences between 
local and expatriate residents. The model explained a greater 
proportion of variance in support for tourism development 
among locals than among expatriates. The effect of tourism 
knowledge on support was stronger among expatriates, whereas 
trust in governmental decisions had a stronger effect among 
locals. Perceived benefits also showed a somewhat stronger 
relationship with support among expatriates. These differences 
suggest that residents’ backgrounds may shape how knowledge, 

trust, and perceived benefits contribute to tourism support. 
Accordingly, engagement strategies may benefit from greater 
attention to local residents’ participation and trust in governance, 
while communication with expatriate residents may place greater 
emphasis on the tangible and broader benefits associated with 
tourism development [63].

Conclusion and Implications

This study emphasizes the essential roles of knowledge, trust, 
and perceived benefits in influencing citizens” support for the 
development of tourism. Integrating these components within a 
SET framework offers an extensive understanding of community 
attitudes towards tourism. Policymakers and planners need to 
utilize these insights to formulate inclusive, transparent, and 
equitable tourist policies that correspond with community 
expectations, promoting sustainable tourism growth in Al-Ain and 
beyond.

Theoretical implications

This study contributes to Social Exchange Theory (SET) by 
extending its application to tourism development through the 
integration of knowledge, trust, and perceived tourism benefits. 
The findings support the central premise of SET that residents’ 
evaluations of tourism development are associated with the 
benefits they perceive, while also showing that cognitive and 
institutional factors can shape these evaluations. In particular, 
the findings highlight the roles of tourism knowledge and trust in 
explaining how residents develop positive perceptions of tourism 
and support its development.

A key theoretical contribution is the identification of residents’ 
knowledge as an important antecedent of trust and perceived 
tourism benefits. While previous SET-based research has largely 
emphasized residents’ evaluations of tourism-related costs and 
benefits, this study suggests that knowledge of tourism policies 
and initiatives may also shape the social exchange process by 
helping residents understand and evaluate tourism development. 
The significant relationships between knowledge, trust, and 
perceived benefits extend the application of SET by incorporating 
a cognitive dimension into residents’ evaluations. However, the 
non-significant direct relationship between knowledge and 
support for tourism development (H3) suggests that knowledge 
alone may not be sufficient to generate support. Rather, its 
influence appears to operate partly through trust and perceived 
benefits.

The study further identifies perceived tourism benefits 
as a central mechanism linking residents’ evaluations to their 
support for tourism development. Consistent with SET, stronger 
perceptions of tourism benefits were associated with stronger 
support. The findings also show that these benefits encompass 
more than direct economic outcomes, including improvements in 
infrastructure and public facilities as well as broader social and 
cultural benefits. By considering these multiple dimensions of 
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perceived benefits, the study broadens the application of SET to 
the complex context of tourism development.

Practical implications

The findings highlight the importance of building community 
awareness and trust to strengthen support for tourism 
development. Policymakers and tourism planners should provide 
clear, transparent, and accessible information about tourism 
policies, benefits, and long-term impacts. Awareness campaigns 
and participatory mechanisms, such as public consultations, 
workshops, and community forums, can enhance understanding, 
foster trust, and encourage community involvement in decision-
making.

The study also emphasizes the need for equitable distribution 
of tourism benefits. Tourism initiatives should generate both 
economic benefits, such as employment opportunities and 
support for local businesses, and non-economic benefits, including 
cultural preservation and infrastructure improvements. Ensuring 
that these benefits are visible and accessible to all community 
groups is essential for promoting inclusive and sustainable 
tourism development.

Furthermore, tourism success depends on community-
focused strategies. Tourism policy must carefully match citizens’ 
expectations, values, and aspirations to resonate with locals. 
Authorities may establish tourism policies that win community 
support and promote long-term sustainability and cohesiveness 
by understanding and incorporating community cultural, social, 
and economic needs (Kundan et al., 2022). Tourism development 
can be described as collaborative efforts that strengthen the 
community and increase its welfare, creating a lasting link 
between tourism and the local population. 

Finally, tourism policies should be aligned with local 
values, expectations, and community needs. Strategies that 
reflect local identity and collective goals are more likely to gain 
public support and foster a sense of shared purpose. The study 
advocates a community-centered approach to tourism planning, 
where development is co-created with residents rather than 
imposed upon them. By positioning tourism as a collaborative 
and mutually beneficial process, policymakers can strengthen 
resident support, promote sustainable tourism development, and 
enhance community well-being.

Limitations and Future Research

It is essential to acknowledge the fact that this study is 
context-specific, despite the fact that it offers vital insights. The 
findings are based on data from Al-Ain, and it is possible that their 
applicability to other places is restricted. 

In order to validate and expand upon the findings, it is 
recommended that future study investigates similar associations 
in a variety of cultural and geographical contexts. 

Furthermore, longitudinal studies have the potential to offer a 
more in-depth comprehension of the ways in which these concepts 
develop over the course of time and in response to shifting socio-
economic contexts.
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