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IMAGE IN EMERGING DESTINATIONS, TOURIST SATISFACTION AND
POST-VISIT INTENTIONS: THE ROLE OF UNIQUE IMAGE

Abstract

This study proposes a conceptual model that sheds light on how the destination
image of emerging tourist destinations relates to tourism satisfaction and intention to
subsequently recommend the place and purchase its products. Destination image is
studied through three components — cognitive, affective, and unique. Unique image has
been overlooked in previous research and few studies focus on its measurement. This
study uses a new method of measuring it through text-mining of user-generated blog
posts. Findings from a sample of 314 foreign visitors to Sofia, Bulgaria, reveal that the
affective image influences tourist satisfaction and post-visit behaviour; the cognitive
component has a significant effect on all the constructs, except for tourist satisfaction,
whereas unique image only influences the intention to recommend and purchase
destination country products. Joining together two streams of research, this study also
argues that the intention to recommend a destination spot influences the intention to buy

its products.

Keywords: destination image, unique image, emergent destinations, Sofia, post-visit

intentions towards country’s products



1. Introduction

Destinations, just like products, compete against one another as consumers often pick
their next holiday destination by opting between places with similar attributes, including
climate, sports facilities, safety, etc. (Qu et al., 2011; Chiadmi et al., 2017). There are
several factors which influence choice of destination, nevertheless destination image is
one of the most significant decision-making attributes as it helps to differentiate a place
in consumers’ minds (Marchiori & Onder, 2017). Previous research has also evidenced
that destination image is related to tourism satisfaction and/or post-visit intentions to
revisit or/and recommend (e.g. Kozak & Rimmington, 2000; Bigné et al., 2001; Chen &
Tsai, 2007; Chi & Qu, 2008; Qu et al., 2011; Baloglu et al., 2014; De Nisco et al., 2015;
Chiu et al., 2016; Prayag et al., 2017), making it a good tool to predict tourist behaviour,
whilst creating meaningful and tailored offerings.

The destinations which normally grab attention in academic research are mostly
places where over-tourism is already setting in, and marketing strategies are already in
place (e.g. studies of Chen & Tsai (2007), Chi & Qu (2008), Elliot et al. (2011), Baloglu
et al. (2014) and Prayag et al. (2017)). However, there are also destinations which are
emerging as new frontiers of tourism but are yet to be developed as tourism products.
Still in their infancy as tourism products, with scarce information provided by tourism
agents (as per the induced level of image formation proposed by Gunn (1972)), tourists
perceive the image of an emerging destination differently from that of a mature
destination. Consequently, the way tourists evaluate a destination, their post-visit
behaviour and the inter-relationship between all these variables may differ as well. The
current paper focusses on the study of destination image in the context of emerging
destinations, those which have not yet been able to successfully create an identity or
market strategy, that allows for a unique tourist destination positioning in what is a cut-
throat global tourism market.

In the literature, destination image is usually scrutinized as a multi-dimensional
construct of two components — cognitive and affective. Previous research has often
overlooked a third important component — the unique destination image. The latter has
proved to have a stronger influence on forming the overall image of a destination than the
affective cue and that is important as a key differentiator of the destination proposition
(Quetal., 2011). There are only a small number of studies which examine the perceptions
of the unique features of a destination (e.g. Qu et al., 2011; Echtner & Ritchie, 1993), and
even fewer which study their measurement. ldentifying the unique elements of a



destination should be the starting point of every positioning strategy as these elements are

critical for the establishment of meaningful differentiation (Crompton et al., 1992).
Previous research has shown that when travelling abroad, individuals tend to

augment the information search for local products and modify their attitudes towards

them (Hallberg, 2005). Although the extensive body of literature within the tourism
destination image and the country-of-origin image areas, both providing support for the
notion that the image of a place has significant influence on consumer behaviour, research
empirically testing combined elements from the two fields is scarce, in particular,
regarding the influence of destination image on tourist intentions and consumption-
related behaviour concerning products from these countries/destinations (Elliot et al.,

2011; De Nisco et al., 2015, 2016). The current study intends, not only to incorporate the

intention to recommend and to buy products made in the country of destination in the

model, as previous studies do, but also relate it with intentions to recommend the tourism
destination, a relationship not yet studied.

In summary, the current study contributes to a better understanding of destination
image and its impacts on tourist satisfaction and post-visit intentions. A conceptual model
is proposed and analysed in the context of emerging destinations in order to provide
answers to the following research questions:

(1) How does the image of an emerging destination influence tourist satisfaction,
intention to recommend the destination, and post-visit intentions towards
country’s products?

More precisely, this study is aimed at explaining how destination image, tourist

satisfaction, and the post-visit intentions of foreign visitors towards the destination

itself and the country’s products are related. A conceptual model is proposed which
adds some variables and relationships to already tested frameworks.

Sofia, Bulgaria, is chosen as the emerging tourism destination. Sofia is one of the

emerging cities where the number of foreign visitors is constantly growing, although

a defined vision and strategy for tourism have not yet been implemented. The city

was ranked by Mastercard’s Global Destination Cities Index study (Mastercard,

2017) as the third fastest growing European city of destination in terms of

international overnight visitors from 2009 to 2016. This study also discusses practical

implications for emerging destination marketeers, in particular Sofia marketeers and

tourism managers in order to successfully create an identity or market strategy to



@)

position the city as a unique tourist destination in the global and increasingly

competitive tourism market.

Does unique image play a key role as a component of destination image?
The affective, cognitive, and unique image are examined as components of the
overall destination image using data from international tourists visiting Sofia.
Unique image has often been overlooked in previous studies. This study augments
the literature on unique destination image by studying the perceptions held of the
unique features of Sofia by using a method to extract measures based on text mining

of user-generated content (UGC).



2. Literature Review and Hypotheses Development

2.1. Destination Image

Destination image has been widely defined as impressions or perceptions of a place.
Hunt (1975) proposed that image is a perception held by potential tourists about a specific
destination whereas Um and Crompton (1990) described it as a holistic construct. It is
also often referred to as the mental picture which an individual has of a certain place
(Bigné et al., 2001; Kotler et al., 1993). Tasci et al. (2007) define it as “an interactive
system of thoughts, opinions, feelings, visualizations, and intentions towards a
destination” (Tasci et al., 2007: 200), stressing on the complex nature of image and its
components.

Most researchers have conceptualized destination image as a multidimensional
construct of two components: cognitive and affective (e.g. Baloglu & McCleary, 1999;
Hosany et al., 2007; Baloglu, et al., 2014; Lopes, 2011). The cognitive component is
related to the beliefs and knowledge which one holds about the attributes of a certain
place, that is, cognitive evaluation of image is based on factual knowledge, personal
beliefs, meanings, and memories. On the other hand, the affective component is related
to the emotions and feelings, which a person holds about a place (Baloglu et al., 2014),
and it can be either favourable, unfavourable, or neutral (Arslanova et al., 2017). Affect
is expressed with positive or negative feelings with varying intensity. On the one end of
the spectrum are emotions, such as love and anger, followed by feelings such as
satisfaction and frustrations, and moods like boredom or relaxation. At the other end are
evaluations such as liking and disliking (Peter & Olson, 1999; Tasci et al., 2007).

According to Kim et al. (2009), the affective component is more volatile than the
cognitive one as it is based on emotional situations. The authors also found out that
cognitive image tends to last longer as it is subject to previously formed knowledge.
Baloglu (1999) and Baloglu et al. (2014) found out that the influence of these components
tends to differ between visitors and non-visitors. The authors suggest that the cognitive
evaluation of an image is a more dominant factor among non-visitors, and the affective
one becomes stronger once a tourist visits the place.

In their three-dimensional framework, Echtner and Ritchie (1991) suggested that the
destination image can have common characteristics as well as unique features. However,
contrary to the cognitive and the affective components, the unique component is not that
broadly studied in the destination image literature. An example of a study which included

unique image is the one by Qu et al. (2011) who created a conceptual model of overall



destination image consisting of cognitive, affective, and unique images. The authors
found out that the unique attributes of a destination are critical to forming the overall
image in consumers’ minds, and that they are more important than the affective
component. Consequently, a strong unique image is more likely to lead to a more

favourable overall image of a destination.

2.2.Tourism Satisfaction

There is generally a debate on whether satisfaction is a cognitive judgment (e.g.
Chadee & Mattsson, 1996), an affective state (e.g. Westbrook, 1980), or a combination
of both (e.g. Oliver, 1993; Del Bosque & Martin, 2008; Martinez Caro & Martinez Garcia,
2007; Bigné et al., 2005; Chen & Phou, 2013). As customer satisfaction literature
evolved, more and more scholars started to investigate customer satisfaction not only with
the cognitive approach, but also from a more affective perspective (Del Bosque & Martin,
2008; Oliver, 1993; Martinez Caro & Martinez Garcia, 2007; Chen & Phou, 2013). They
started to include different emotional variables into the conceptualization of satisfaction,
particularly in the service and tourism research, since these industries have an
experimental nature and the consumers’ feelings are a big part of their experience (Bigné
et al., 2005; Martinez Caro & Martinez Garcia, 2007).

Oliver (1993), adding to his cognitive paradigm an affective component, suggests
that satisfaction is also influenced by negative and positive emotions. According to this
affective approach, satisfaction is defined as the consumer’s fulfilment response —
whether or not the product/service was able to provide the desired level of pleasure
(Oliver, 1993). The latter, together with arousal, form the two dimensions of emotions
(Bigné et al., 2005), where arousal is the extent to which a person feels activated or
stimulated (Russell & Pratt, 1980) and pleasure is the degree to which a person feels good,
joyful, or happy (Bigné et al., 2005).

In recent years, the mostly adopted approach is a combination of both —the cognitive-
affective model — which suggests that satisfaction is influenced by both the cognitive
judgments of the consumers, as well as their emotional response to the experience (e.g.
Oliver, 1993; Bigne et al., 2005; Martinez Caro & Martinez Garcia, 2007; Del Bosque &
Martin, 2008; Chen & Phou, 2013). In this light, the mental processes of assessing the
experience are done by the cognitive system, whereas emotions are related to the

consumer’s feelings towards the service (Del Bosque & Martin, 2008).



2.3.Relationship between Destination Image and Tourism Satisfaction

Tourism satisfaction has been extensively studied in the literature regarding
destination image. The positive relationship between the two constructs is well
established in past studies (e. g. Bigné et al., 2001; Kozak & Rimmington, 2000; Chen &
Tsai, 2007; Aliman et al., 2016).

One stream of research is dedicated to examining the role of the predetermined
destination image in the formation of expectations prior to the trip, which are later used
to evaluate satisfaction by comparing them with the actual experience. Tourists depend
on their previous knowledge about a destination in order to be able to evaluate whether it
can satisfy their needs (Chen & Phou, 2013).

Another stream of research is dedicated to proving the positive influence of
destination image on tourist satisfaction (e.g. Bigné et al., 2001; Chiu et al., 2016,
Ramseook-Munhurrun et al., 2016; Chi & Qu, 2008; Loureiro & Gonzalez, 2008; Aliman
et al.,, 2016). Bigné et al. (2001) report that destination image directly influences
perceived quality and satisfaction. Similarly, Ramseook-Munhurrun et al. (2015) show
that destination image is a direct determinant of satisfaction, and Aliman et al. (2016)
demonstrate that the higher the destination image which tourists hold, the higher the
satisfaction levels. Chiu et al. (2016) further evidence that both the cognitive and the
affective components of destination image influence satisfaction. Moreover, destination
image directly influences attribute-based satisfaction, and destination image and attribute
satisfaction are both direct antecedents of overall satisfaction (Chi & Qu, 2008).

Having the aforementioned research in mind, the following hypotheses are
suggested:

H1: Cognitive destination image and tourist satisfaction are positively related.

H2: Affective destination image and tourist satisfaction are positively related.

H3: Unique destination image and tourist satisfaction are positively related.

2.4. Post-Trip Intention to Recommend a Destination

Intention to recommend has been studied extensively in the marketing and tourism
literature. Confente (2015) did a critical review of 46 studies on word-of-mouth
communications (WOM) conducted between 1987 and 2013. Some of the studies were
based on the influence of WOM on travel decisions (e.g. Murphy et al., 2007; Leach et

al., 2008), online WOM and the features of online reviews (e.g. Stringam & Gerdes Jr.,



2010; Racherlaetal., 2013; Park & Allen, 2013), the eWOM influence on travel decisions
(e.g. Patterson, 2007), and the motivations of consumers to search for WOM (e.g. Kim et
al., 2011).

Current definition of WOM includes not only all types of informal interpersonal
communications from people that the consumers know, as in the past definitions, but also
sources from online platforms and other influencers which are not related to the brand or
the sellers Confente (2015). The emergence of social media networks, blogs, websites,
recommendation sites, and virtual communities made it possible for people to share and
read each other’s opinions about different products, services, and experiences, which led
to the emergence of the concept of eWOM (electronic word-of-mouth) (Chevalier &
Mayzlin, 2006; Confente, 2015). In the tourism industry, websites, such as TripAdvisor,
Zomato, and FourSquare, offer a platform for consumers to share their experiences and
perceptions about destinations, hotels, restaurants, tours, etc. (Sigala et al., 2012).
Positive reviews online work as free advertising for destinations and tourism providers,
however negative comments online can have the opposite effect and damage the image
and reputation of the company/destination (Chen & Law, 2016). Although eWOM is a
relatively new area of research, it has been gaining popularity over the last decade (Chen
& Law, 2016). eWOM studies in hospitality and tourism management, in the 2008-2014
period, showed that research was generally related to three topics: the nature and
characteristics of eWOM, antecedents of eWOM, and its impact (Chen & Law, 2016).

2.5. Relationships between Destination Image, Tourism Satisfaction, and Intention
to Recommend a Place

The literature suggests that both destination image and satisfaction are important
antecedents of intention to recommend a place (Bigné et al., 2001; Prayag et al., 2017,
De Nisco et al., 2015). Intention to recommend is one of the most important behavioural
outcomes triggered by destination image (e.g. Baloglu et al. 2014; Bigné et al., 2001;
Chen & Tsai, 2007; Qu et al., 2011; Chiu et al., 2016; Prayag et al., 2017). Baloglu et al.
(2014) showed that cognitive, affective, and overall destination images are all predictors
of intention to recommend for first-time visitors, whereas repeat visitors do not rely on
cognitive destination image while recommending it.

Tourism literature has also demonstrated that tourists with higher levels of
satisfaction are more willing to spread positive WOM (e.g. Yoon & Uysal, 2005; Bigne
et al., 2001; Chi & Qu, 2008; Chen & Tsai, 2007; Chiu et al., 2016; Prayag et al., 2017).



This was also shown in the study of Phillips et al. (2013), which indicates that both
attribute-based and overall satisfaction are predictors of positive WOM. Moreover,
Ozturk & Gogtas (2016) researched how the satisfaction of cruise visitors with a
destination can influence their intention to recommend it to people in their social and
professional network. They suggested that satisfaction with a destination has a positive
influence on the word-of-mouth recommendations intentions of the tourists.
Based on the aforementioned literature, four hypotheses are formulated as follows:
H4: Cogpnitive destination image and intention to recommend are positively related.
H5: Affective destination image and intention to recommend are positively related.
H6: Unique destination image and intention to recommend are positively related.
H7: Tourism satisfaction and intention to recommend are positively related.

2.6. Post-Visit Intentions towards Products made in the visited Country

In general, there are two major concepts which have been studied in the literature
with regards to intention towards a country’s products: country-of-origin image (COIl)
and tourism destination image (TDI) (e.g. Elliot et al., 2011; Lee & Lockshin, 2012,
Papadopoulos & Heslop, 1986; Hallberg, 2005). Even though they have emerged as
separate constructs, both are focused on studying how the image of a specific
country/destination could impact on consumer behaviour (Elliot et al., 2011). Interactions
between the tourism, product, and overall image of a place have been studied in a very
few studies. For instance, Elliot et al. (2011) first proposed an integrative model,
encompassing both the product and tourism sides of a country image. They studied how
the cognitive and affective country image and products and destination familiarity impact
the products and destination beliefs as well as their receptivity (i.e. the intentions towards
the products and the destination). Later, De Nisco et al. (2015, 2016) added tourism
satisfaction to the latter model, in order to understand how it influences the intention
towards tourism and products made in the country of travel. However, the relationship
between the post-visit intentions towards the destination and the destination’s products
has not been paid the same attention.

In terms of COlI, previous studies have demonstrated that customers tend to have a
more favourable opinion about products made in countries with positive images
(Chattalas et al., 2008; Lee & Lockshin, 2012). Bilkey & Nes (1982) found that the
country image alone is an influential factor for consumers to evaluate the quality of

products which they have never tried or purchased before. In TDI, Papadopoulos &



Heslop (1986) studied how the opinion of Canadians about another country’s products
varies between those who have visited the country and those who have not. The authors
found a significant difference in the opinions of the two groups, proving that visiting a
destination changes how the country’s products are perceived. This was further confirmed
by Hallberg (2005) who found that travel experiences can cause changes in the travellers’
intentions towards products associated with the visited country.

According to the reviewed studies, the following hypotheses are defined:

H8: Cognitive destination image and post-visit intentions towards country’s products
are positively related.

H9: Affective destination image and post-visit intentions towards country’s products
are positively related.

H10: Unique destination image and post-visit intentions towards country’s products
are positively related.

H11: Tourism satisfaction and post-visit intentions towards country’s products are
positively related.

H12: Intention to recommend a tourism destination and post-visit intention towards

country’s products are positively related.

2.7. Conceptual Model

Figure 1 presents the conceptual model and the twelve hypotheses. The relationships
between the three components of destination image and intention to recommend and post-
visit intention towards country’s products will be analysed through the mediation of

tourist satisfaction.

Intention to
Recommend
he Destinatio

H12 (+)

Intention to
Country’s
Products

Cognitive
Image

Figure 1: Research model and hypotheses



3. Destination Sofia, Bulgaria

Sofia is the capital of Bulgaria and its largest city, located in the western part of the
country. As of 2015, the city has an estimated population of 1,260,120 people (World
Population Review, 2017). It is the main administrative, industrial and transportation
centre of the country. Moreover, it is one of the oldest cities in the world, and as such, it
has a rich cultural heritage with 1400 cultural monuments. It also has a rich cultural life
with numerous film, music, and art festivals being hosted there every year.

Sofia is surrounded by three mountains — Vitosha to the south, Lyulin to the west,
and the Balkan Range to the north, offering natural attractions and hiking opportunities.
Vitosha Natural Park offers opportunities for several adventure and other extreme sports.
The Bulgarian government has taken actions into building the image of the city as a sports
destination. Many marathons and sports events were hosted in the past years which has
led to the title European Capital of Sport 2018.

International tourism in Sofia has significantly increased over the last years. The
Bulgarian capital was ranked as the third European city, which registered the highest
growth in terms of international tourists for the period 2009-2016. The city was visited
by 1.19 million tourists in 2016, which is a growth of 18% in comparison with the
previous year (Mastercard, 2017). According to the Bulgarian financial media Capital
(Stoilova, 2016), one reason for this was the fact that the low-cost airline RyanAir started
operating with 21 flights from Sofia in September 2016. Most of the tourists spend a
weekend in the city (Stoilova, 2016). Tourists recognise that the city has a good balance
between price and quality of food, accommodation, and nightlife and they are attracted
because of its “exotic unfamiliarity” (Stoilova, 2016). Therefore, it is important to work
on creating a destination brand and identity. According to the Sofia municipality, the aim
is to position Sofia as a “modern European city focused on cultural tourism” (Stoilova,

2016).



4. Methodological Approach

The adopted methodology consists of both a qualitative and a quantitative study.
Firstly, a qualitative text analysis of online blog posts was performed to determine the
measures of the construct of unique image. The second phase was focused on the
quantitative analysis, which included the questionnaire design, sample collection and data

analysis.

4.1. Phase I: Qualitative Text Analysis

The first phase of the research process was to identify and create a list of the unique
features of Sofia, which were later used to measure the perception of unique image in the
questionnaire. In order to identify the items, a text mining analysis of UGC was performed
using NVivo 12. Text mining is “a computer assisted technique that is equipped with the
capability to extract information and trends from large amounts of textual data, giving an
overview of the main issues discussed” (Aureli, 2017:4). Text mining has found wide
application in a number of fields, including academic and industry research, social media
and web analysis, business intelligence, etc. (Talib et al., 2016). The process of text
mining offers different techniques and tools to extract information from a text, including
summarization, classification, clustering, natural language processing, etc. The latter
could be used for opinion mining, feature extraction, sentiment, predictive, and trend
analysis (Talib et al., 2016). In this research, the type of data analysed is UGC in the form
of blog posts. The techniques used include text summarization and classification.

The final data set included a total of 72 blog posts published between 2015-2018. All
of the posts were extracted from individual blogs written by foreign visitors in English,
and the total number of words accounted for 86,395. The type of blogs at hand was on
travelling, and the selected posts included guides, tips, and advice about what to do while
visiting the city. Moreover, they were based on the personal opinion and experience of
the bloggers, who own the websites. After the data was collected, it was coded into an
Excel spreadsheet. Additionally, it was corrected for spelling mistakes by running a spell
check and the names of tourist attractions were checked to make sure that they were
written in the same manner.

The first step after importing the data in NVivo was to code the text into different
nodes. Coding is an essential part of qualitative analyses as it helps to gather all of the
quotes and references about a particular concept into a separate folder for further

exploration. This separate folder is called a node and it serves as a sort of a container for



different themes and concepts. The process of coding into nodes helps to identify patterns
and generate ideas in the research materials (Wong, 2008). This can be done both
automatically and manually. In this study, coding was done manually as the concept under
analysis was to identify unique features. Some studies (e.g. Sotiriadou et al., 2014) have
brought it up that the manual data analysis could be subjective, but also more engaging
for the researchers.

Each of the 72 blog posts was analysed separately. Common codes were grouped
into 10 different nodes and 24 sub-nodes, presented in Table 1, featuring both cognitive

and affective features which were considered as unique by the blog writers.

4.2. Phase I1: Quantitative Analysis
4.2.1. Sample and Data Collection Procedure

To test the proposed model, a survey was conducted on a sample of international
tourists. The data collection took place over the course of four weeks in the months March
and April of 2018. The questionnaire was administered both face-to-face and online.
Face-to-face was done predominantly by asking foreign visitors to fill it on paper or on a
tablet in the departure zones of Sofia Airport before leaving the city. Additionally, a
smaller number of questionnaires were distributed at the Visit Sofia’s tourism office and
other institutions, such as museums, galleries, hostels, etc. for self-administration. The
questionnaire was also distributed online by contacting people who left social media
reviews about the city’s attractions during the period of the study. The websites used
include Facebook, TripAdvisor, Twitter, and Instagram. The questionnaire itself included
18 questions relating to decision-making factors, destination image, tourist satisfaction,
intention to recommend the city, intentions toward the recommendation and purchase of
Bulgarian products, socio-demographics of respondents, and characterization of the trip.
Appendix 1 presents the questionnaire.

A pre-test was performed on a sample of 58 prior to collecting the final sample. The
internal consistency analysis of each construct, more specifically the Cronbach’s alpha,
was examined in order to see how closely related the items are as a group. Alpha increases
as the correlations among items increase, therefore it is known as a measure of the internal

consistency of instrument reliability. The reliability scores of Cronbach’s alpha for each



construct were between 0.808 and 0.934 and were considered as good and excellent
reliability, respectively.

A quota sampling method was applied. This method is used when there is no
sampling frame available. The strata were defined by country of origin and age groups,
in proportion to the population distribution. As official data about the tourists’
characterization in Sofia was not found, unofficial data about the country of origin and
age from tourist centres was used instead. In order to avoid bias and diversify the data,
the interviewer aimed to collect data on different dates with different flight destinations,
as well as on various places in Sofia. At the end of the survey, a total of 314 respondents

from 55 countries constitute the sample.

4.2.2. Measures of the Model Constructs

Adapted scales from previous studies were used to create measures for each one of
the model constructs. They were selected based on the specific characteristics of the
destination. The unique image was measured using the multi-attribute approach (Echtner
& Ritchie, 1991), through the 24 features obtained from the qualitative text analysis of
the blog posts. These included both cognitive and affective variables which were
considered unique by the blog posts writers. The cognitive image measurement was
developed by selecting 29 items from previous studies (e.g. Stylos et al., 2016; Beerli &
Martin, 2004; Baloglu & McCleary, 1999; Qu et al., 2011; Basaran, 2016; Ramseook-
Munhurrun et al., 2015). One additional item “Availability of organized sightseeing
tours” was added by the researchers. Similarly, the affective image was measured by 14
variables, four items (‘Pleasant’, ‘Exciting’, ‘Relaxing’ and ‘Arousing’) developed by
Baloglu and McCleary (1999) and the remaining added by the researchers.

Tourism satisfaction was measured by five items which were taken from Yoon &
Uysal (2005), Bigné et al. (2001), and De Nisco et al. (2015). One item (“My visit to
Sofia was a wonderful surprise”) was also added by the researchers. Intention to
recommend was measured by six items, relating to the intention to recommend face-to-
face and intention to recommend online. The five measures for the post-visit intentions
towards Bulgarian products were adapted from De Nisco et al. (2015). These statements
as well as those related to the unique and cognitive features of Sofia were measured using
a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) whereas the

those related to affective image, tourist satisfaction and intention to recommend Sofia



were measured based on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7

(strongly agree).

4.2.3. Statistical Analysis

Structural Equation Modelling (SEM) was used to test the hypothesised relationships
and to validate the proposed model displayed in Figure 1. AMOS 25 was used to estimate
the model and the maximum likelihood estimation method was adopted.

The two-stage modelling process proposed by Anderson & Gerbing (1988) was
considered. In the first stage, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted in order
to properly evaluate the overall measurement model (Anderson and Gerbing, 1982)
regarding to the item and construct reliability, and convergent and discriminant validity.
In the second stage, the structural component of the model was estimated based on the
overall measurement model results. In addition to the estimates of the hypothesised
relationships (direct effects between two constructs), indirect and total effects were
estimated to assess whether the tourism satisfaction and intention to recommend factors
could be considered as mediators. The bias-corrected bootstrap was adopted to produce
more accurate confidence limits for the indirect effects (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). The
Bollen-Stine bootstrap procedure with 2000 samples was also used to obtain a goodness-
of-fit statistic (Bollen & Stine, 1990) appropriate to non-normal data.

Along with the Chi-Square test, the Comparative Fit Index (CFI), the Tucker-Lewis
Index (TLI), and the Root Mean Squared Error of Approximation (RMSEA) were used
to assess the model-data fit. The selection of these indices was made based on Hair et

al.’s (2014) recommendation to have at least one absolute and one incremental fit indices.



5. Results
5.1. Sample Characterization

The sample is composed by 314 respondents, from which 50.6% are male. The age
of the respondents was distributed mostly between 18 and 45 years old, with a higher
concentration in the “25-34” range (34.7%). The majority of the respondents have
Bachelor (35.7%) or Master Degree (33.4%), average income (41.7%) or above average
income (36.0%); 25% come from Southern Europe whereas about 20% come from
Western Europe. In terms of separate countries, most tourists came from the United
Kingdom (11.2%), Italy (10.2%), United States of America (6.7%), Spain (6.3%),
Germany (5.7%), and France (5.7%).

5.2. Overall Measurement Model

CFA were conducted in order to test the overall measurement model. Several items
of the measurement scales were dropped from the analysis because of lower item
reliability or because they did not assess the model convergent validity criterion. Table 2
presents some measures of the overall measurement model. All items and constructs
exhibit reliability, as can be proved by the standardized loadings and CR values,
respectively. Regarding the convergent validity, the AVE value for all latent constructs
exceeds the minimum required value of 0.50 (Bagozzi & Yi, 1988), except that of Unique
Image. According to Ping (2009), a low AVE value in a first-time model could be ignored
as the model can be viewed as largely exploratory. The Unique Image set of items is a
new set of measures that was defined based on the text-mining analysis of the UGC about
the city, and consequently it is the first-time the factor is estimated. Therefore, the low
AVE of Unique Image might be acceptable in this study since it does not produce major
discriminant validity problems. In fact, although the Fornell and Larcker’s (1981)
criterion is not verified for some constructs (contrary to what was intended, the square
root of the AVE values of Affective Image and Tourist Satisfaction are slightly lower
than the correlations between these latent variables and two other latent variables), it can
be considered there is evidence of discriminant validity since the values are close from
each other (see table 3).

Whereas the skewness and kurtosis values for each item (see Table 2) are within the
recommended values to assess the univariate normality (lower than 3 and 7, respectively),
the multivariate kurtosis value of 17.934 confirms that the data are slightly departing from

multivariate normality (it should be lower than 5). For non-normal data, Bollen-Stine



bootstrap was used to provide the correct p-value for the chi-square statistic to assess
overall model fit (Bollen & Stine, 1992). The Bollen-Stine bootstrap p value is slightly
lower than 0.01, which recommends the model rejection. However, as Bollen-Sine p is
very sensitive to sample size, researchers advise to use also other measures-of-fit as a
criterion for model acceptance/rejection (Bollen & Stine, 1992). Therefore, the overall
model fit indices indicate an acceptable fit (X?=1081.657 df=449, Bollen-Sine p=0.0079;
TLI1=0.887; CFI=0.898; RMSEA=0.067, pClose<0.01; 90%CI=(0.062; 0.072)).

5.3. Hypotheses testing

Table 4 presents the standardised and unstandardised coefficient estimates of the
hypothesised direct effects between constructs. 1000 bootstrapped samples and the bias
corrected method were used in order to obtain the estimated significance level (Preacher
& Hayes, 2008). Table 5 presents the standardised estimates of the indirect and total

effects.

Results show that the three components of the destination image have different
effects on the model evaluative and behavioural variables. Only the perceptions of
affective image people have about the destination directly influence its satisfaction with
the city (std. coef.=0.791; p<0.01) and its intention to recommend (std. coef.=0.242;
p<0.01), confirming the hypotheses H2 and H5 respectively. However, the tourist’s
satisfaction is explained by 62.4% of destination image. The cognitive image also directly
influences the intention to recommend the city, although this influence is the weakest (std.
coef.=0.138; p<0.01); Hence, H4 is confirmed. The unique image only has an effect on
the intention towards the country’s products (std. coef.=0.168; p<0.05), meaning that H10



is verified but H3 and H6 are not. Regarding to the relationship between the evaluative
and behavioural variables, the tourist satisfaction positively affects the intention of
destination recommendation to others (std. coef.=0.570; p<0.01), verifying H7, and
indirectly the intention towards the country’s products although this latter effect is weak
(std. indirect eff.=0.142; p<0.05). The intention towards country’s products is also
directly influenced by the intention to recommend the destination (std. coef.=0.249;
p<0.05), as well as by the unique image as above mentioned; In addition, it is indirectly
influenced by the cognitive image in a very weak way through the intention to recommend
(std. indirect eff.=0.040; p<0.05). Finally, the tourist satisfaction and intention to
recommend can be considered as partial mediators for two relationships; the former
mediates the relationship between the affective image and the intention to recommend
and the latter between the cognitive image and the intention towards country’s products.

Together, tourists’ destination image and satisfaction as predictors explain a high
proportion of variance in intention to recommend the destination (R?=0.782).
Nevertheless, as far as the intention towards a country’s products is concerned, their

antecedents only account for 18.5% of its variance.



6. Discussion and Conclusion

This research aims to study destination image in the particular context of emerging
destinations. In this sense, it proposes and tests a conceptual model which aims to
examine how the cognitive, affective, and unique components of destination image
influence the tourist satisfaction and its post-visit intentions to recommend the destination
and towards its products. Sofia, the capital of Bulgaria, was chosen as it was ranked as
the 3" fastest growing city in Europe in terms of overnight visitors (Mastercard, 2017).
Examining foreign tourist perceptions of the image of the city upon visiting it, and post-
visit behaviours that result from those perceptions, will elicit a better understanding what
can be improved in the marketing efforts of the local tourism institutions and businesses.

Results from a sample of 314 international visitors to Sofia provide empirical support
to most hypotheses formulated. The hypothesised relationships between cognitive,
affective, and unique images with tourism satisfaction (H1, H2, and H3) are not all
verified. The results show that the affective component of destination image has a strong
impact on tourist satisfaction (H2 is supported). However, cognitive image has no
significant effect on tourist satisfaction; unique image in turn, slightly negatively
influences tourist satisfaction (using a significance level of 10%). These results agree
partially with Chiu et al. (2016) who found that both affective and cognitive components
influence satisfaction, although affective image has a stronger effect on satisfaction than
cognitive image. Our results however, are not consistent with those of others studies,
perhaps due to the latter having different premises; for instance, Kozak & Rimmington
(2000), Bigné et al. (2001), Chi & Qu (2008), Loureiro & Gonzalez (2008), Ramseook-
Munhurrun et al. (2015) and Aliman et al. (2016) found a positive relationship between
destination image and tourist satisfaction although they have not decomposed destination
image. Similarly, Chen & Tsai (2007) results suggested that destination image has not a
direct but an indirect effect on satisfaction through trip quality and perceived value. In
addition, Prayag et al. (2017) confirmed that both overall destination image and emotions
arising from positive consumption experiences influence tourist satisfaction. Emotions
have been defined as affective states charged with episodes of intense feelings related to
a referent (Prayag et al., 2017) and have been proven to influence satisfaction (e.g. Del
Bosque & Martin, 2008). In the current study, affective images are emotional associations
made with the city of Sofia. Thus, a parallelism may be drawn between the effects of
Sofia’s affective image on satisfaction and the emotions-satisfaction relationship of
Prayag et al. (2017).



Regarding the determinants of intention to recommend, the results provide support
for H4, H5, and H7. The affective destination image has the strongest influence on the
intention of tourists to recommend Sofia (std. total effect of 0.693 through satisfaction,
although the direct effect is 0.242). Apart from the affective image, WOM is also
influenced by tourist satisfaction and cognitive image. Tourist satisfaction has a strong
impact on intention to spread positive word-of-mouth, reiterating previous research (e.g.
Kozak & Rimmington, 2000; Bigné et al., 2001; Chen & Tsai, 2007; Chi & Qu, 2008;
Phillips et al., 2013; De Nisco et al., 2016; Ozturk & Gogtas, 2016; Prayag et al., 2017).
As for the components of destination image, the findings confirm Chiu et al. (2016) in
which the authors found that the affective image has a direct influence on loyalty whereas
the cognitive image has only an indirect influence on loyalty through affective image and
satisfaction. Likewise, Baloglu et al. (2014) also found out that the affective component
has a stronger effect on intention to recommend than the cognitive either for first time or
repeat visitors to Jamaica. Similar to its impact on satisfaction, perceptions of the unique
destination image also have an impact on WOM (using a significance level of 10%), albeit
very small. Even though every image component has an indirect influence on intention to
recommend in Qu et al.’s (2011) study, they all have different degrees of strength. The
cognitive image is the strongest component of image influencing WOM, followed by
unique image; The affective component is the one with the weakest influence, contrary
to tourists’ perceptions of Sofia in the current research.

The findings regarding the determinants of intentions towards recommendation and
purchase of Bulgarian products support just two of the proposed relationships (H10 and
H12). Firstly, although unique destination image is the only image factor which directly
influences post-visit intentions towards products made in Bulgaria, the affective and
cognitive images also have a positive effect on this construct through satisfaction and
WOM. This finding is partially aligned with the results of Elliot et al. (2011), perhaps
because Sofia is not a well-known destination. Using data from South Korean consumers
attending a travel show in Seoul in order to assess their images of Japan and the USA, the
study suggested that the affective country image directly impacts product receptivity for
both Japan and the USA, although the effect was stronger for Japan. However, the
cognitive image of these countries only influences product receptivity when mediated by
product beliefs. This particular relationship is stronger for the USA than for Japan.
Secondly, the current research results show that the construct of intentions towards

Bulgarian products is not directly influenced by tourist satisfaction, but by positive



WOM. These results are consistent with De Nisco et al. (2016) who found that the higher
the tourist satisfaction, the higher the tourist willingness to recommend and buy Italian
products. Finally, the intention to recommend the city had the strongest direct impact on
the intentions towards Bulgarian products upon visiting Sofia.

The theoretical contribution of the current work to the literature on tourism
marketing is threefold. All contributions are enunciated below, together with the practical
implications for the tourism of Sofia, an emerging destination.

Firstly, it is one of the few studies which analyses destination image, not only with
its cognitive and affective components, but also adding uniqueness. In addition, this
research not only provides further insights on the influence of unique image on intention
to recommend the destination, and post-visit intentions towards products made in the
visited country, but it is also the first study to test the influence of unique destination
image on tourist satisfaction. Moreover, it also uses a new updated methodology to extract
unique features of destinations based on text-mining of UGC, in this case, blog posts
about tourists’ experience in Sofia. Text-mining of UGC proved to be an effective
method, as it not only makes access to information easier and faster but also reflects vivid
visitor experiences.

According to Qu et al. (2011), identifying the unique elements of a destination should
be the starting point of every positioning strategy as these elements are key differentiators.
As this research shows, in the context of Sofia, unique image has a significant influence
on tourist post-visitation behaviour, namely on recommendation and purchasing
intentions of Bulgarian products. As Sofia is an emerging tourist destination,
policymakers need to promote its unique features, using imagery emphasizing interesting
characteristics of the city, which makes it unigue.

Secondly, a conceptual model is put forth, adding several variables to already tested
frameworks, namely unique destination image and post-visit intentions towards products
in an emerging destination. Findings show that affective image influences all the
constructs. Moreover, it also has the highest impact on almost all the constructs, except
for post-visit intentions towards products, where the most influential construct is
traditional word-of-mouth. Additionally, a path of relationships is derived from the
parameter estimates: affective image — tourist satisfaction — intention to recommend the
destination — intention towards country’s products. These suggest that the way tourists
feel during their stay is the most influential factor in their travel experience. Therefore,

as tourism is based on experiences, tourism businesses should be focussed on creating



offerings which are able to invoke a positive affective evaluation in consumers, as this
will lead to a better overall image, increased satisfaction levels, and positive word-of-
mouth offline and online. Electronic word-of-mouth could be especially beneficial since
it does not only provide positive feedback about the image of Sofia, but also of the
services being offered there, such as tours, hotels, restaurants, etc. Regarding the
cognitive component of destination image of Sofia, it has a significant impact on all the
constructs, except on tourist satisfaction. It is the least important destination image
component to influence post-visit intentions towards Bulgarian products but is more
influential than unique image in recommendation intention. The cognitive image had little
impact on the behavioural outcomes, perhaps because it referred to attributes related to
local cuisine, accommodation and local products. These results may be attributable to
Sofia being an emerging destination whose image has not yet been consolidated.

Thirdly, this is one of the few studies which empirically tests the influence of the
different components of destination image on tourists’ post-visit intentions towards
products made in the visited country (De Nisco et al., 2015; Elliot et al., 2011). The study
links two streams of research, COIl and TDI, integrating tourism with country’s products,
thus exploring the crossover relationships between them. The current study shows that all
destination image components significantly influence post-visit intentions towards
Bulgarian products, but affective image has the strongest impact. Furthermore, unique
image has a direct positive influence on the intentions towards products after visiting the
country, regardless of any other variable. As the unique image items resulting from the
CFA focus essentially on a multicultural city with its own peculiarities like the open book
market, squat shops, etc., it is not surprising to find a relationship to Bulgarian products.
This should be considered by tourism professionals and officials in the way they present
the local products to international tourists. Finally, this is the first study to test the
relationship between the intention to spread positive WOM and post-visit intentions to
recommend and buy Bulgarian products. Results show that only the traditional WOM has
a significant effect on the intention to recommend and buy Bulgarian products once the
tourists are back in their country.

This study highlights the idea that in an emerging destination all the image
components contribute in different ways to image and branding destination (Qu et al.,
2011). The affective image of an emerging destination must be noted in creating the
destination identity and used for its positioning strategy as suggested by Baloglu &

Brinberg (1997). The cognitive image component should gradually be created in the



tourist’s mind, since it also has a strong influence on post-visit behaviours as has been
evidenced in research on mature destinations. The importance of unique image, on the
other hand, is related to its usefulness in positioning the destination brand and
differentiating it from other potential destinations (Echtner & Ritchie, 1993; Qu et al.
2011). In particular, regarding to its effects on intentions towards the country’s products,
the higher the unique image tourists have, the higher will be their intention to recommend
and purchase the country’s products.

7. Limitations and recommendations for future research

This study has some limitations that should be listed. The first limitation is related
to the sample composition. Some of the age groups, namely 65 or older and 55-64, are
under-represented in the study. Future research should use a sample including a more
represented respondents from these age groups. Another limitation is that the
questionnaire was only in English. During the data collection, there were several
occasions when tourists visiting Sofia could not fill out the survey because they were
unable to understand. The questionnaire needs to be translated into different languages,
based on statistical data about the country-of-origin of the tourists. A third limitation is
related to the low AVE value of the Unique Image factor. Although the AVE value could
be improved by dropping items with large measurement error variance, it could result in
an item set of higher AVE value which could be less content or face valid than before
items were dropped (Ping, 2009). Furthermore, as some researchers do not consider AVE
as a measure of convergent validity, but rather prefer reliability and since the unique
image factor and its items demonstrate strong reliability, it was decided to keep the unique
image factor composed by eight items and a low AVE value. However, the resulting
unique image factor is provisional, and more measurement work is needed. The fourth
limitation is that the three components of destination image were measured in the final
model with very few items. As Sofia is an emerging destination, tourists have different
views on destination image. Some items consequently showed low intra-correlations and
were thus removed from the overall measurement model. The items that remain in the
model are those in which diverse sources of information converge (Kim & Chen, 2016)
allowing tourists to form a common image of Sofia.

Future research should test the proposed conceptual model in different emerging
capital cities in Europe and compare it with the current findings. The method of studying

unique destination image by text-mining of UGC (whether it is blog posts, website



reviews, social media posts, etc.) should be replicated for other cities. For instance,
studying neighbouring capital cities (Bucharest, Athens, Skopje, Belgrade) could provide
insights on how they differ and what makes each unique.
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Table 1: Nodes and sub-nodes extracted from UGC

Nodes

Sub-nodes

Attractions

Alexander Nevsky Cathedral

Ivan Vazov National Theatre

National Palace of Culture

Slaveykov Square open book market

Square of Tolerance

Statue of Saint Sofia

Vitosha Boulevard

Vitosha Mountain

Adjectives

Multicultural city

One of the oldest capitals in Europe

Quirky and charming city

City of contrasts

The cheapest capital in Europe

Underrated tourism destination

Communist History and Heritage

| Soviet Architecture and Buildings

Delicious and distinctive traditional cuisine

\ Vegetarian and vegan-friendly destination

Availability of hot mineral water

Selection of Free Walking Tours

Great Wi-Fi connectivity

Sofia nightlife

Squat shops

Street art




Table 2: Descriptive and reliability measures of the overall measurement model items

friends/family/colleagues

Items Loading | Mean S.td'. Skewness | Kurtosis
Deviation
Cognitive Image (AVE=0.552; CR=0.892)
Good quality of accommodations 0.627 |3.777| 0.887 -0.622 0.386
Good variety of accommodations 0.581 |[3.793| 0.860 -0.586 0.540
Good quality of restaurants 0.913 [4.172| 0.836 -1.153 1.790
Good variety of restaurants and cuisines 0.771 |4.140| 0.823 -0.850 0.693
Appealing local food cuisine 0.785 [4.178| 0.932 -1.285 1.659
ﬁ:ﬁtg of products that promote local 0517 13898| 0.888 -0.595 0.226
Good value for money 0.512 (4.431| 0.752 -1.296 1.574
Affective Image (AVE=0.514; CR=0.840)
Pleasant 0.875 |5.825| 1.250 -1.817 4.178
Exciting 0.775 |5.366| 1,262 -0.914 0.880
Relaxing 0.694 |5.188| 1.368 -0.761 0.068
Interesting 0.853 [6.041| 1.159 -1.906 4.748
Cosy 0.715 |5.268| 1.354 -0.749 0.136
Unique Image (AVE=0.344; CR=0.807)
Ivan Vazov National Theatre 0.521 |[3.885| 1.033 -0.693 -0.031
Square of Tolerance 0.525 [3.529| 1.012 -0.254 -0.329
Slaveykov Square open book market 0.568 |[3.363| 0.973 -0.299 -0.020
Multicultural city 0.543 |[3.436| 1.176 -0.330 -0.764
City of contrasts 0.515 |3.869| 1.004 -0.666 -0.055
Street art 0.642 [3.334| 0.998 -0.205 -0.434
Squat shops 0.602 |[3.118| 0.999 -0.218 0.004
Sofia nightlife 0.567 |3.459| 1.039 -0.334 | -0.166
Tourist Satisfaction (AVE=0.522; CR=0.845
My visitto Soflalsworthmytimeand | gg11 |6127| 1216 | 2070 | 5012
My travel experience to Sofia exceeded 0874 |5659| 1.419 19211 | 1.148
my expectations
In comparison with other similar places
I’ve visited before, Sofia is a better 0.706 |4.557| 1.610 -0.340 -0.518
destination for tourism
My visit to Sofia was a wonderful surprise | 0.874 |5.344| 1.547 -0.876 0.125
Overall, | am satisfied with my travel 0.885 |6.086| 1.234 | -1931 | 4.191
experience in Sofia
Intention to Recommend (AVE=0.670; CR=0.858)
| will recommend Sofia to my 0915 |6.025| 1.328 | -1876 | 3.639
friends/family/ colleagues
| will speak about my good impressions of 0917 6121 1.250 2095 | 4822
Sofia to my friends/family/colleagues
I will be able to give helpful information
about Sofia to my 0.710 |6.140| 1.045 -1.863 5.277

Intention towards Country’s Products (AVE=0.717; CR=0.910)




Once at home, | hope to be able to find 0861 13.459| 1.069 0394 | -0.425
Bulgarian products in local shops
Once at home, | would like to buy 0927 [3541| 1.039 | -0384 | -0.382
Bulgarian products
Once at home, I would be willing to 0862 13443 1.081 0232 | -0.650
search for Bulgarian products.
I will recommend to my friends/family to 0774 13793 1.020 -0.646 -0.033
buy Bulgarian products.
Table 3: Correlation values between constructs (a)
Intention
Cognitive Affectiv Unique Tourist Intentionto  towards
Image e Image Image Satisfaction Recommend Country’s
Products
Cognitive 0743
Image
Affective 0575 0717
Image
Unique Image 0.407 0.471  0.587
Tourist 0479 0707 0318  0.722
Satisfaction
Intention to 0576 0729 0414  0.747 0.819
Recommend
Intention
towards 0313 0356 0322 0312 0.382 0.847
Country’s
Products

(a) Diagonal values represent the square root of the construct AVE value.




Table 4: Coefficient estimates of the model structural relationships

*p<0.01; ** p<0.05; *** p<0.10

. . Std Unstd t
Hyp. Relationships estimate | estimate SE Statistic
H1 |Cognitive Image |--> |Tourist Satisfaction 0.056 0.099 | 0.099 | 0.994
H2 |Affective Image |--> |Tourist Satisfaction 0.791* | 0.713 | 0.064 | 11.156
H3 | Unique Image --> | Tourist Satisfaction -0.077 | -0.142 | 0.103 | -1.380
H4 |Cognitive Image |--> |Intention to Recommend 0.138* | 0.302 | 0.101 | 2.997
H5 |Affective Image |--> |Intention to Recommend 0.242* | 0.269 | 0.083 | 3.258
H6 | Unique Image --> | Intention to Recommend 0.062 0.141 | 0.103 | 1.365
Tourist -> | Intention to Recommend | 0.570% | 0.702 | 0.084 | 8.324
H7 | Satisfaction
. Intention towards
Hs Cognitive Image | --> Country’s Products 0.087 0.144 | 0.126 | 1.138
: Intention towards
Ho9 Affective Image |--> Country’s Products 0.059 0.049 | 0.105 | 0.471
. B Intention towards ox
H10 Unique Image > Country’s Products 0.168 0.288 | 0.131 | 2.195
Tourist Intention towards
H11 |Satisfaction e Country’s Products -0.040 | -0.037 ) 0.127 1 -0.296
Intention to _ | Intention towards ok
H12 | Recommend g Country’s Products 0.249 0.189 1 0.109 ) 1.730
*p<0.01; ** p<0.05;*** p<0.10
Table 5: Standardised total and indirect effects
Dependent Variables
Intention
Tourist Intention to towards
Independent Satisfaction | Recommend Country’s
Variables Effects Products
Cognitive Image Total 0.056 0.170** 0.127***
Indirect - 0.032 0.0400**
Affective Image Total 0.791* 0.693* 0.200*
Indirect - 0.451* 0.141**
Unique Image Total -0.077 0.018 0.176*
Indirect — -0.044 0.008
Tourist Total - 0.510* 0.102
Satisfaction Indirect — — 0.142%*
Intention to Total - - 0.249**
Recommend Indirect — — _




