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Abstract: When addressing the ever-increasing role that social media plays in generating a clear
image of the travel destination chosen by tourists, the research and specialty literature tends to be
rather limited. Despite an increase in social media-generated content, the process is not yet fully
understood, although research suggests the importance of two different factors (i.e., tour-operator-
generated content and user-generated content) in influencing destination image formation. In this
regard, the present paper aims to examine the most significant factors currently affecting the potential
behavior of travelers towards the selection of sustainable destinations. What is more, another purpose
of this paper is to explore the effects that tour-operator-generated content and user-generated content
have upon the formation of the overall mediating destination image through cognitive and affective
destination images. For the current analysis, a structural equation modeling (SEM) method was used
in order to test the conceptual model. Data from Shanghai, China (n = 425) were used. The results
demonstrate and establish that travel information sources (i.e., tour-operator-generated content and
user-generated content) have a positive effect on destination image formation. The analytical results
also revealed that in order to select a sustainable destination, travelers are influenced by tour-operator-
generated content, as well as by user-generated content, with the effect of the latter being more
important and influential. Travelers’ use of social media content has played a key role in the formation
of the overall destination image through the mediating effect of cognitive and affective destination
images. This research thus provides valuable theoretical and practical implications for academics
and practitioners alike, implications which are valuable for the fields of destination marketing and
management. Furthermore, practitioners of the management of sustainable destinations can thus
make use of the results throughout the entire decision-making process.

Keywords: affective destination image; cognitive destination image; overall destination image;
sustainable destination; social media; tour-operator-generated content; user-generated content

1. Introduction

The use of communication technology is particularly important in the tourism indus-
try, in which competition to attract tourists is the biggest concern for tourist destinations.
In order to accomplish this, it is mandatory to enhance the visibility of the destination
through an adequate online and social media presence [1]. Moreover, it is necessary to go
beyond a basic understanding of how to use social media to promote relevant destinations.
Social media content can influence a traveler’s overall image in the selection of sustainable
destinations. The information source has been identified as the key factor contributing to
destination image formation. Furthermore, social media information sources contribute
to the creation of new opportunities for tourism businesses, through which they can bet-
ter explore and exploit the destination image [2—4]. Several studies have suggested that
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social media information sources have a positive effect on online destination image forma-
tion [5-7], and assist in expanding customer loyalty, satisfaction, and intention towards a
destination choice. For this, social media can play an important role in searching for and
sharing travel information. Moreover, social media also impacts travel decisions regarding
which destination to select. Social media can be considered a significant, widely explored
and reviewed source, fortifying and improving information from traditional sources such
as friends and acquaintances, commercial agents, vendors, destination marketing organiza-
tions, advertising, mass media, guide books, or documentaries [8].

Various tourism service providers and destination marketing organizations (DMOs)
transmit this information by using different web platforms which publish content, which
includes but is not limited to details on the following: the destination, the available
products, and various tourism-related services [9]. All of these are ongoing strategies, and
thus try to better face information and communication technologies (ICT)-related challenges
accordingly [10]. DMOs have taken advantage of the opportunities brought forward by
the use of the available online platforms in order to customize tourism information and
to better interact with tourists [11,12]. By using multimedia-enabled websites and social
media, DMOs can better interact with consumers and influence the destination image
formation process [13]. Value generation can be provided by social media interactivity,
thereby enhancing the destination image in tourists” minds [14]. However, DMOs should
be consistent in their use of social media in order to create a positive image among travelers.
DMOs can also develop or coordinate the destination image [15]. Most notably, their
positive and authentic content (i.e., tour-operator-generated content, henceforth noted as
TOGCQ) influences the destination choice and intention of travelers [16], and contributes to
the reshaping of the destination image. Travel agencies and tour-operators also produce
and release content on social media in order to reach the community and attract their
interest [17]. Consumers’ participation and interaction with the TOGC gives direct feedback
to marketers. Thus, tour-operators can better understand the needs and beliefs of customers,
whilst consumers are enabled to take, comment, modify, diffuse, adapt or reject this content.
The main reason why this occurs is because travel marketers can directly connect with
tourists and influence their decision-making processes by making use of social media [15].
Nevertheless, the use of social media by DMOs is still largely experimental [10,12], and its
influence on destination image formulation has not yet been fully explored [7,14]. For this
reason, the current study tries to explore the quality of social media information offered
by destination marketing agents (i.e., tour operators), which can influence the destination
image formation process to select a specific destination.

Besides this, social media-based user-generated content (UGC) has played a vital role
in the tourism industry. The influence of UGC upon the dissemination of choices concerning
the tourist decision-making process is ever-growing. UGC often competes with traditional
travel content providers, classic media, tourism enterprises, and news agencies [18]. UGC
is also establishing itself as a distinct tourism marketing and communication tool for travel
advertisers. Travelers’ engagement with social media provides an opportunity to produce
interactive travel content and to exchange travel information in many different forms, such
as pictures, words, videos, and audio [19]. Travelers have increasingly started sharing more
information on social media, and given this constant interaction between various users,
social media can be used as an effective and preferred method for interacting between
individuals, organizations, and service providers [20]; at the same time, social media can
be transformed into a virtual platform for learners, or explored as a channel of knowledge-
sharing between communities and learners [21]. Tourists can also share their travel stories
through Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, YouTube, and TripAdvisor [22].

The image of a tourist destination often depends on information and content gener-
ated by travelers, suppliers, and marketers. Destination image plays two major behavioral
roles. First, it influences the decision-making process of destination selection, and second,
it helps to determine post-decision behaviors, such as participation, assessment, and future
behavioral intentions to recommend [23,24]. Travelers are naturally diverse, and travel
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for different motives; as such, efforts aimed at recognizing and attracting them towards
sustainable destinations are crucial [25]. As the previous study suggested, the destination
image has a significant role in selecting tourist destinations, and it also influences their
future visiting behaviors [9]. In other words, tourists who have a satisfactory destination
image are more likely to intend to visit and recommend the destination to others [16]. Stud-
ies have discussed the role of social-media—based content in the formation of destination
images [15,26]. Moreover, the relationship between a destination information source and
the destination image formation is dependent on tour-operators, tourism managers, local
government authorities, and stakeholders as well [27]. They are the ones who initiate
the sustainable development of a destination image that improves and retains tourism
patronage. Thus, the destination image is the traveler’s total impression shaped by the
assessment of different destination features and characteristics [24].

Social media communities, friends, family, travel documentaries, and past travel expe-
rience all affect a traveler’s destination choice intention [28]. Tourism studies recommend
that social media has enhanced effectiveness in travel decision-making and marketing
strategies [29]. Various types of user-generated content (UGC)—such as blogs, online
communities, and social networks (such as Instagram, YouTube, and Flickr)—have gained
huge popularity regarding sustainable destination choices [30,31]. Most of these social
media platforms enable consumers to post and share travel-related comments, views,
and personal experiences, which further serve as information sources for others. Several
studies have reported on the increasing role of search engines in generating upstream
traffic to tourism websites [19]. As a result, search engines have operated as a ‘gateway’ for
travel-related marketing channels, and have created a strong and influential information
source, which has the power of convincing and attracting potential tourists [19]. According
to Stepchenkova and Mills [32], destination image studies have been identified as major
areas in the field of tourism due to their highly applied importance for destination manage-
ment and marketing. Moreover, this concept has gained overwhelming acceptance among
tourism authorities because destination image distinguishes tourism destinations from
those of competitors, and has a significant impact on potential visitors” decision-making
processes [33]. However, when investigating what constitutes state-of-the-art destina-
tion image building, the specialty literature and research concerning TOGC and UGC to
articulate the destination image is still scarce [16,34,35].

Although the topic of tourism information in social media has received increasing
attention [1,36] from researchers, none have so far focused on the combination of two dif-
ferent sources (i.e., social media TOGC and UGC). In an attempt to address this ambiguity,
the present study investigates the dimensional model between social media content (i.e.,
TOGC and UGC) and image formation (i.e., cognitive image, affective image, and overall
image) towards the selection of a sustainable destination. More specifically, this study
answers the following research questions:

RQ 1. How does social media content (i.e., social media TOGC and UGC) formulate the
destination image?

RQ 2. Does destination image (i.e., cognitive image, affective image, and overall image)
influence travelers’ intentions to select sustainable destinations?

This paper is organized as follows. The first part of the paper is aimed at examining
the existing literature by highlighting the role of DMOs towards overall, fundamental
concepts of social media content (i.e., TOGC and UGC), destination image (i.e., cogni-
tive image, affective image, and overall image), and ultimately, the intention towards
sustainable destinations. After this, the paper formulates a hypothetical association and
framework of the key determinants. This is accompanied by the detailing of the research
method. The results of the study are then discussed, followed by theoretical and practical
implications. Finally, the study concludes with several limitations and further suggestions
for future research.



Sustainability 2021, 13, 4241

40f22

2. Literature Review and Hypothesis Formulation
2.1. The Role of DMOs: Content, Image, and Destination Selection

DMOs strategically lead to the primary function of destination marketing. The strate-
gic use of information and communication technologies (ICTs) by DMOs has been a
relevant topic in tourism research since the 1990s [37]. DMOs took this advantage and have
started a direct interaction with tourists [11,38] through the use of social media [10,12].
These multimedia-enhanced websites and social media content enhance the experiences of
consumers regarding the destinations without an actual visit [13].

However, numerous studies emphasize that different information sources influence
the potential image formation process of visitors [39], and also highlight the robust effect on
tourist intention [40]. This factor is identified as a “complex, relative, multiple, and dynamic
concept” [41]. Therefore, it is crucial to recognize the role of DMOs’ official websites and
social media pages to construct destination images [14,42]. Researchers have examined
the major role of the Internet and social media for the management and development
of marketing strategies for DMOs [43,44]. The official website of the destination acts
as the main tool to provide travelers with access to the required information about the
destination. Thus, useful and reliable information forms the first impression of their
perceived image [45,46].

Researchers have documented the positive influence of DMO websites on image
formation and the intention to visit the destination [47]. Besides enhanced social media
engagement by DMOs, they also enhance consumers’ positive effect on the destination
image [48]. According to Chung, Lee, Lee, and Koo [49], the information quality of DMO
websites indirectly influences traveler’s intentions to visit a specific destination. The
information is accessible on the DMO’s official website, and it influences the development
of cognitive and overall image formation [50]. Hays et al. [10] state that the use of social
media among top national tourism organizations is still in an experimental stage. Regarding
social media platforms, few studies have concentrated on the perceived destination image
represented by the DMOs [7,17]; hence, it is necessary to explore DMOs’ contributions
towards content creation for destination choice purposes.

2.2. Social-Media—Based Destination Content

Social media has created an opportunity for DMOs and consumers alike, by being
involved in the development of a destination image through an interactive content sharing
approach. DMOs are using social media to build destination-brand identity and image [51].
On the other hand, the image can be shaped strongly by UGC through social media [52].
Therefore, DMOs are no longer the major controllers of the brands, given that consumers
are also creating content and distributing it on social media [53]. Thus, the current study
analyzes the weight that social media information sources exert in defining the destination
image formation and influence traveler’s intention to select a sustainable destination
through tour operator generated content (TOGC) and user-generated content (UGC).

2.2.1. Tour-Operator-Generated Content (TOGC)

Before the internet revolution took place, the tourism industry was heavily dependent
on tour operators and travel agents to disseminate information and sell their products or
services. With the advent of Web 2.0, the tourism industry found a new way to eliminate
intermediaries and reach consumers directly whilst reducing managerial costs [54]. Thus,
direct virtual communication has boosted the tourism business with a high growth rate.
Hence, the tourism industry has adopted this new interactive marketing tool for online
marketing and communication with consumers [16]. Eventually, these new technologies
motivated many tour operators to share travel content on social media in order to promote
their service or business [55]. They have sparked and aroused the interest of travelers
through informative presentations and persuasive content sharing on social media. Conse-
quently, online sales conversion and travel information exploration via social media have
become critical factors in the success of tour operators’ tourism businesses [18]. Apart
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from an increased Web presence, social media has become an emerging travel information
source for tour operators. They have aimed to influence targeted consumers by offering
them the ability to compare prices, purchase tickets, and book accommodations through
social media platforms. The online presence, quality, and functionality of the information
have allowed tour operators to communicate directly with their potential customers [16].

Several researchers have stated that diverse sources of information influence the way
in which travelers form their destination image [56,57]. According to Um and Cromp-
ton [58], the cognitive and affective image of a destination is formed not only by marketing
information provided by tourism authorities but also by social influence in the form of
recommendations from friends or family members. Tour operators are also concerned
about the positive impact of recommendations and opinions on travelers” intentions. In
this circumstance, tour operators would want to create credible travel information sources
through the effective use of the interactive features of social media in order to strengthen
their competitive advantage in the tourism industry [32]. By adopting various aspects,
features, and functionalities of social media, tour operators can now virtually dispatch
travel information, market their services, develop their relationships with targeted con-
sumers, and most importantly, build a cognitive and affective destination image [6]. Thus,
the following hypotheses were constructed:

Hypothesis 1a (H1a). TOGC has a positive influence on the cognitive destination image.
Hypothesis 1b (H1b). TOGC has a positive influence on the affective destination image.

2.2.2. User-Generated Content (UGC)
Choi, Lehto and Morrison [59] define User Generated Content (UGC) as:

. any form of content such as blogs, wikis, discussion forums, posts, chats,
tweets, podcasting, pins, digital images, video, audio files, and other forms of
media that were created by users of an online system or service, often made
available via social media websites.

According to Kaplan and Haelein [60], UGC can be classified into six categories: (a) so-
cial networking sites, (b) blogs (e.g., Facebook, Twitter, WeChat), (c) collaborative projects
(e.g., Wikipedia), (d) virtual social worlds (e.g., Second Life), (e) content communities (e.g.,
YouTube), (f) and virtual game worlds (e.g., Clash of Clan). The creation of and interaction
with user-generated content are increasing in popularity, and have become an influential
instrument for integrating the internet community [61]. UGC helps to express the inter-
actions between travelers and marketers [62]. This opportunity encourages the society or
peer group to share their opinions and experiences [63]. Most notably, numerous online
digital platforms have served as sources of inspiration for travel information, influencing
people to choose a sustainable destination [64,65].

Travelers’ interests have also indicated a growing trend in terms of reviewing com-
ments and opinions that were relevant to the targeted destination or services. This could
help to improve the image of a destination [15]. Potential travelers and consumers have
also focused on other people’s opinions about relevant destination products or services,
in order to better manage and minimize risk and uncertainty [8]. In this regard, UGC is
recognized as more important, dependable, enjoyable, and reliable than marketers” opin-
ions and information [25]. Therefore, these sources of information affect the traveler’s
intention to select the travel destination [32]. UGC is regarded as one of the most pow-
erful, dependable, and reliable channels of communication to influence the destination
image [66]. Even so, there is still a lack of research regarding the unique effects of UGC
on sustainable destination image formation [67]. In this regard, it is hypothesized that if
travelers were aware of the online reviews and comments provided by UGC sources, they
would consider other travelers’ perceptions and suggestions as being useful in creating
images of the destinations. Respectively, it is expected that UGC will have a significant
impact on the destination’s image. Hence, the following hypotheses were raised:
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Hypothesis 2a (H2a). UGC has a positive influence on the cognitive destination image.

Hypothesis 2b (H2b). UGC has a positive influence on the affective destination image.

2.3. Destination Image Formation

A destination image is a set of principles, thoughts, and perceptions that individuals
have regarding a specific place or destination [68]. As a subjective concept, it is a complex
fusion of products and attributes woven into a complete impression [69]. Numerous studies
have inspected the destination image construction processes [68-70], and have supported
the idea that destination image is a subjective notion shaped by the feelings and opinions of
an individual. It has been documented that destination images influence tourists” attitudes
and decision-making processes. According to the review article of Pike [71], destination
image perceptions may affect a wide range of matters such as awareness, length of stay,
frequency of visits, and even the perceived value of the destination. Accordingly, the image
of a destination is a significant factor in determining its popularity with visitors, and is
thus critical to the success of destination information marketing [72].

During the last few decades, traditional tourism information sources have been re-
placed by Internet-based travel websites and social media, which provide users with travel
information and allow them to share their travel experiences in an interactive platform
that influences destination image. Initial studies have recommended that destination im-
age is more objective and cognitive. This factor was assessed by the perceived attributes
which mirrored the destination with the emotional construct. The affective image denotes
emotional reactions that reproduce the tourist’s personal feelings about a specific desti-
nation [73]. Current studies [6,74] argue that images should also reflect tourists” actual
visits or intentions to revisit, and recommendations of a destination. Thus, perceptions of
destinations can be cognitive, affective, or conative through the information source, which
has become vital for the authorities [14,75,76].

Destination image and social media are emerging subjects in current tourism literature,
and the relationship between these two topics has recently been investigated throughout
some studies [15,76]. For instance, Kim et al. [6] documented that the tourism information
quality provided by social media influences destination image formation through the
‘cognitive-affective-conative’ method. In the process of developing a destination image,
social media information has affective and cognitive characteristics, which are closely
linked to the affective image and the cognitive image [77]. Through storytelling on social
media, information about the destination itself can influence the cognition of individuals;
this can both stimulate brand co-creation and counter co-destruction. As a result, social
media integration has become one of the most important methods for forming the image of
a tourism destination [78].

As recommended in the tourism literature, the destination image plays a significant
role among travelers in their destination choice processes and future visiting behaviors [18].
In other words, tourists who have a favorable destination image are more likely to intend
to visit or to recommend the destination to others [25]. Although the topics of tourism
information in social media and its role for various beliefs, as well as the topic of the
behaviors of tourists, have received increasing attention from tourism researchers, still,
little empirical evidence has been found regarding the relationship between the social
media information source (i.e., TOGC and UGC) and the destination image formation.
Moreover, this study also aims to examine the relationships between the cognitive and
affective image to formulate the overall destination image.

2.3.1. Cognitive Destination Image (CDI)

The cognitive destination image discusses the beliefs and knowledge about the des-
tination, and it is related to “the components of a destination that attract tourists, such as
attractions to be seen, environment to be perceived (e.g., weather and public hygiene), and
experiences to remember underlying in the cognitive structure of destination image” [79-81].
The cognitive image can be evaluated as the individual’s acquaintance with and beliefs



Sustainability 2021, 13, 4241

7 of 22

about the object, which reflects on the affective appraisals [59]. For example, social media
video content increases users’ knowledge about the destination, which will influence future
feelings about their activities. Finally, cognitive and affective destination images may affect
the users’ actual behavior, which might be expressed during their visit. This behavior is
based on the information and content displayed on a social media page [39]. In another
piece of research, the cognitive component is represented by discernments of the service
quality of the information provider, which is reflected as being a comparison between
probability and the actual performance as perceived by travelers [24]. This image is iden-
tified as more descriptive, observable, and measurable. Baloglu and McCleary [17] have
anticipated a destination image framework—comprising cognitive evaluation, affective
evaluation, and an overall image—which is the result of the interaction of images. Based on
this theoretical model, Baloglu and McCleary [17] delivered a piece of empirical evidence
that the cognitive and affective images are interrelated, and that the effect is positively
dependent on cognition, which is also the foundation of Gartner’s [25] destination image
formation theory. Consequently, the following hypotheses were formulated:

Hypothesis 3a (H3a). Cognitive destination image has a positive influence on the affective
destination image.

Hypothesis 3b (H3b). Cognitive destination image has a positive influence on the overall destina-
tion image.

2.3.2. Affective Destination Image (ADI)

An affective image states the emotions and feelings that a tourist holds about various
features of the chosen destination. Moreover, several studies have recommended that the
destination image should be measured by both cognitive (e.g., knowledge and ideas) and
affective (e.g., feelings) aspects [79-81]. The affective component stimulates the comparable
and conative components. According to Baloglu and McCleary [17], the cognitive and
affective components are unified, and their effect is greatly dependent on cognition. After
this, a study on online destination image also supported these findings when selecting the
preferable destination [6]. Moreover, an empirical study has established that the affective
image and overall image are consistent [67]. As regards the relationship between online
information and cognitive image formation, a large amount of information—such as travel
routes (e.g., 3 days in a city), local event calendars, and a list of must-eat restaurants—is
presented on a DMQO'’s website. These will support tourists to run through an affective
image about what to do in the destination. However, a small amount of information (e.g.,
a short video clip or a photo of the destination) can sometimes have a huge impact on
affective image formation [6]. Hence, the following hypothesis was suggested:

Hypothesis 4 (H4). Affective destination image has a positive influence on the overall destination image.

2.3.3. Overall Destination Image (ODI)

The overall image of a destination is designed through the intersection and connection
of two types of destination images (e.g., cognitive and affective images). These destination
images are formed from the suppliers, consumers, and third parties [76]. The overall
destination image impacts both the destination selection process and the behavioral in-
tentions of tourists [82]. The variables which are most frequently used to capture the
behavioral intentions of tourists are related to the revisiting of the destination, and to their
recommending to others through word of mouth (WoM) [15]. Positive WoM is a credible
source of information for potential tourists [8]; what is more, it is particularly useful in
the tourism industry, as it relies heavily on the opinions of previous travelers [67]. The
previously-mentioned study explained that there are three main dimensions in the desti-
nation image (i.e., cognitive, affective, and conative destination image), which are found
to be interconnected [6]. Another study also reported that the overall destination image
impacts tourists” destination choice intention and the visiting of the destination, along
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Tour-operator -
generated
content (TOGC)

with the willingness of tourists to recommend the destination to others [83]. Therefore, the
following hypothesis was suggested:

Hypothesis 5 (H5). Overall destination image has a positive influence on the sustainable destina-
tion choice intention.

2.4. Intention to Select Sustainable Destinations

The concept of sustainability describes the expansion of the necessary resources
used to manage sustainable long-term expansion without hindering the ability of future
generations to meet their own needs [84]. This topic has been granted extensive attention,
given that it is a critical issue in the tourism sector. According to the World Tourism
Organization [85], the concept of “sustainable tourism is consistent with the theory of
sustainable development”. Three major components (i.e., financial, ecological, and socio-
cultural) need to be incorporated in order to develop sustainable tourism [86]. This concept
satisfies the requirements of travelers and other stakeholders, as well as defending and
developing prospects [87].

Some research [88,89] has revealed the decision-making process for sustainable tourism.
Studies [90,91] have stated that the social networking site (SNS) has a large effect on tourist
behavior. However, papers about the decision-making process of a sustainable destination
choice and the effect of SNS on sustainable tourism are still rare. Hence, this study seeks to
investigate how tourists’ use of social media can affect their behavior, especially in sustain-
able destination selection. In order to fill this gap, this study uses the social media-based
information source to understand travelers” destination image formation in order to select
a sustainable destination.

According to Davis [92], intention reveals a decision that individuals have made about
whether to carry out a behavior or not. Thus, intention predicts the actual usage of a
specific ability which indicates a behavioral action [93]. Acceptance signifies an assurance
or constant utilization of the technology over a given time-period. Numerous empirical
studies have confirmed the intention-behavior relationship to be a worthy predictor of
actual behavior [94-96]. These studies deemed that a continued manifestation of intention is
necessary for the development of a sustainable destination choice. Consequently, intention
designates a more stable mental status of consumers who have made use of the behavior
manifested through social media. The intention of using the ‘live’ feature of social media
as a travel information source is a cognitive representation of the user’s destination image
formation. Previous studies have confirmed the importance of intention for sustainable
destination choice [67,97]. The proposed conceptual model is shown in Figure 1:

Hila Cognitive
p destination

Hib

H2a

Use-generated
content (UGC)

image H3b

Intention to
Overall H5 select sustainable

destination destinations
image

H3a

v

Affective H4
destination

Hob image

Figure 1. The conceptual model.
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3. Research Methods
3.1. Instrument Development and Measures

The cross-sectional quantitative research was conducted in the same manner as pre-
vious studies on social media and tourism [67,98]. The proposed model contains six con-
structs, namely: tour-operator-generated content (TOGC), user-generated content (UGC),
cognitive destination image (CDI), affective destination image (ADI), overall destination
image (ODI), and intention (INT). The questionnaire was designed based on the exami-
nation of the specific characteristics of online destination image formation. The survey
questionnaire was composed of six parts: (i) a screening question, which was incorporated
to confirm that the respondents are familiar with the social media destination image; (ii)
a question about destination information source; (iii) questions or items on social media
content (i.e., TOGC and UGC); (iv) questions or items on destination image (i.e., CDI, AD],
and ODI); (v) questions or items on intention towards sustainable destinations; and finally
(vi) information about the demographic of respondents (i.e., gender, age, education, and
monthly income). All of the measurement scales were evaluated on a 5-point Likert scale,
ranging from “1 = strongly disagree” to “5 = strongly agree”. Apart from this, in order
to maintain the uniqueness of the measurements, the questionnaire was constructed in
English, and afterward translated into Chinese [99]. The translated questionnaire was
checked by three scholars with experience in empirical research, in order to verify the
mutual understanding between the two languages. After the pilot test was conducted on
a sample of 45 individuals in order to check the accuracy and precision of the questions,
the questionnaire was then revised. Measurement items for all of the constructions were
extracted from the relevant research to ensure a better validity of the content, and to fit the
research context (see Appendix A).

For instance, TOGC (five-item scale) and UGC (five-item scale) were adapted and
modified from Lai [100], Kim [6], and Joo [101]. The cognitive destination image (four-item
scale) and affective destination image (four-item scale) were modified using research from
Baloglu [68] and Almeida-Santana [102]. The overall destination image (four-item scale)
was adapted from Qu [98] and Stylos [103]. Finally, the intention to select sustainable
destinations (four-item scale) was adapted from Joo [101] and Mohaidin [104].

3.2. Sample and Data Collection Procedures

Chinese domestic travelers were chosen as the sample group of this study because of
China’s increasingly tourism-oriented economy according to official data, and because the
Chinese tourism trade was valued at around RMB 5.7 trillion in 2019 [105]. The empirical
data for this study were collected through a paper-based survey from five major shopping
malls located in the Eastern province of Shanghai, China [106]. These locations were
selected because of their high population density, with an approximate population of
26 million in 2019 [107]. Another element of interest is represented by the diversity of
travelers. Thus, the different races, age brackets, history, and religions in Shanghai can be
generalized to make up the population of China in this analysis.

The main field survey was carried out by using a non-probability convenience sam-
pling technique [108]. The reason for choosing this technique is that this approach was
more frequently used in research concerning tourism [109,110]. Moreovert, the entire popu-
lation is too large, and it would be inconvenient to use the independent random sampling
technique. The data collection lasted one month, throughout June 2019, and was collected
both during weekdays and weekends; the survey took around 15 min per person to com-
plete. Before the distribution of the research questionnaire, the participants were asked
to confirm their eligibility by answering if they are familiar with the concept of the social
media destination image. Moreover, a short brief regarding the concept of sustainable
destinations was offered in the introduction section of the questionnaire; the brief explained
that “the sustainable destination is a long-term expansion of the tourism place towards
future generations to meet their own need”. Thus, a ‘sustainable destination’ is consistent
with sustainable development, as the travelers are aware of the environmental conservation
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and recycling issue of a destination, and have a positive attitude about the local people,
culture, and community of that destination.

A total of 500 questionnaires were distributed at the point of exit and entry of each
shopping mall. Finally, 450 questionnaires were returned, and 425 valid questionnaires
were used in this present statistical analysis. The rate of return and validity of the survey is
90% and 94.44% respectively. It is quite hard to develop generalized guidelines regarding
sample size requirements for SEM [111]. Despite this, Kline [112] argued that the minimum
sample size should be 200. On the other hand, a minimum of 10 cases per variable or item
is required for the SEM analysis [113-115]. According to these suggestions, the current
study, by considering a sample size of 425, is sufficient when taking into account 26 scale
items. Meanwhile, in order to test for possible non-response bias, an independent sample
t-test was employed to compare the early respondents and late respondents [114]. Thus, it
was determined that non-response bias is not a major concern in this research.

3.3. Demographic Data

Out of the 425 respondents (see Table 1), 55.8% of the tourists were male and 44.2%
were female. Most of the respondents were aged 26-33 (45.6%), followed by the 18-25 group
(30.4%) and the 34-41 age group (18.4%); 5.6% were aged 42 or above. Moreover, the
majority of the respondents had a Postgraduate or master’s degree (68.5%), followed by
those with an Undergraduate degree or less (30.1%), and a Ph.D. or above (1.4%). The
respondents indicated their monthly income to be between 5001 and 7000 RMB (CNY)
(31.1%), followed by those earning between 7001 and 9000 RMB (27.3%), 3001 and 5000 RMB
(27.2%), and finally, those earning 9001 RMB or above (14.6%). Lastly, the information
sources used were: video-sharing sites (Youku, Tencent Video, Youtube) (38.4%), social
media platforms (WeChat, Tencent QQ, Facebook, Linkedin) (35.5%), microblog sites
(Sina Weibo, Twitter) (29.4%), print media (Newspapers, Travel Magazines) (16.2%), travel
information (TripAdvisor) (14.7%), photo sharing sites (Duotang, Flicker, Instagram) (7.6%),
broadcast media, FM Radio and television (3.9%), and Wikipedia (0.5).

Table 1. Respondents’ profile (n = 425).

Characteristics Category Frequency Percentage (%)
Gend Male 237 55.8
ender Female 188 442
18-25 Years 129 30.4
Age erou 26-33 Years 194 45.6
g€ grotp 34-41 Years 78 18.4
42 years or above 24 5.6
Undergraduate degree or less 128 30.1
Education level Postgraduate or Master’s degree 291 68.5
Ph.D. or above 6 14
3001-5000 115 27.1
. . 5001-7000 132 31.1
Monthly income level (Chinese RMB) 7001-9000 116 73
9001 or above 62 14.6
Social media ‘ 151 355
(WeChat, Tencent QQ, Facebook, LinkedIn)
Print media
(Newspapers, Travel Magazines) 69 16.2
Broadcast media 51 39
Information source (FM Radio and TeleVision) ’
Photo sharing site 65 76
(Duotang, Flicker, Instagram) :

Video sharing site
(Youku, Tencent Video, Youtube) 69 384
Micro blog site (Sina Weibo, Twitter) 2 294
Travel information (TripAdvisor) 16 14.7

Wikipedia 2 0.5




Sustainability 2021, 13, 4241

11 of 22

4. Results
4.1. Data Analysis

The data were analyzed using IBM SPSS V. 23.0 and AMOS 24.0 statistical software.
Two-step data analyses were carried out in order to evaluate the measurement model and,
after that, to test the hypotheses by fitting the structural model [113]. The Confirmatory
Factor Analysis (CFA) was first conducted to test the overall fitness of the measurement
model and to construct the reliability and validity of the constructs. Finally, structural
equation modeling (SEM) and model fit indices were used to analyze the causal relationship
of the constructs [115].

4.2. Reliability and Validity Testing

Considering that the user data was perceptual, and that a single source (i.e., face-to-
face survey) was applied for the data collection, common method bias might occur in this
research, which could constitute a threat to the validity of the measurement items [116].
Hence, Harman's single factor test was employed to examine the common method bias. A
total of 42.96% of the common variance was observed, which is lower than the 70% value
indicated by Fuller et al. [117]. The results suggest that the common method bias was not a
serious concern for the present research.

Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) was used to empirically investigate the measure-
ment model (see Table 2). For internal consistency, the values of the Cronbach’s alpha (o)
coefficient of every construct ranged from 0.868 to 0.909. Consequently, the reliability of
each construct was confirmed to be high, since they surpassed the recommended cut-off
point of 0.7 [118,119]. The composite construct reliability (CR) was also assessed to evaluate
the multi-item scales [120]. The values fluctuated from 0.797 to 0.914, which achieved the
minimum requirement of 0.60. The factor loadings attained a range from 0.846 to 0.905,
which is greater than the suggested value of 0.60 for the established items [121,122]. Fur-
thermore, all of the average variance extracted (AVE) values ranged between 0.622 and
0.692, exceeding the suggested cut-off point of 0.50 [113].

Table 2. Reliability and validity testing.

Constructs Items Mean SD SFL CR AVE Cronbach’s Alpha ()

TOGC1 4.19 0.677 0.840 0.893 0.628 0.889
TOGC2 425 0.678 0.734
Tour-operator-generated content TOGC3 4.18 0.668 0.908
TOGC4 421 0.681 0.757
TOGC5 420 0.650 0.706

UGC1 4.24 0.646 0.855 0.891 0.622 0.889
uGC2 4.30 0.634 0.780
User-generated content UuGC3 4.28 0.626 0.801
UGC4 427 0.651 0.767
UGC5 4.28 0.653 0.737

CDI1 4.28 0.627 0.781 0.899 0.692 0.896
. T CDI2 431 0.637 0.729
Cognitive destination image (CDI) CDI3 430 0.661 0.897
CDI4 433 0.648 0.908

ADI1 4.30 0.627 0.736 0.905 0.648 0.868
. S ADI2 428 0.638 0.820
Affective destination image (ADI) ADI3 4928 0.627 0.856
ADH4 4.28 0.655 0.757

OoDI1 4.29 0.640 0.850 0.846 0.648 0.879
T ODI2 4.33 0.644 0.773
Overall destination image (ODI) ODI3 426 0.655 0.790
ODH4 4.28 0.628 0.804

INT1 437 0.620 0.783 0.863 0.678 0.909
. INT2 4.35 0.623 0.801
Intention (INT) INT3 438 0.640 0.884
INT4 4.39 0.649 0.909

SD = standard deviation; SE = standard error; SFL = standardized factor loading; CR = composite reliability; AVE = average variance extracted.
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The maximum likelihood method was used to test the validity of the proposed model
when conducting the CFA. The findings demonstrate that the measurement model provided
a good fit for the data (x2 = 550.155; comparative fit index (CFI) = 0.965; goodness of fit
index (GFI) = 0.912; incremental fit index (IFI) = 0.965; Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) = 0.960 chi-
square/degrees of freedom (x2/df) = 1.937; probability level (p) < 0.00, and root mean
square error of approximation (RMSEA) = 0.047).

4.3. Discriminant Validity

The square roots of the AVE values and the correlations of constructs were compared
in order to examine the discriminant validity of each construct. The threshold criterion
was that the square roots of the AVE values should be larger than the correlations of each
construct [121]. The AVE values of all constructs surpass the square correlations (0.432 to
0.679) and the square root of the AVE (0.78 to 0.83) for each construct [112]. The results in
Table 3 show that the discriminant validity in this research was acceptable. Hence, all of the
differences of the observed variables stated clearly by their latent variable were higher than
the variations mentioned by their errors, indicating that the average explanatory power of
each of the scales in the construct was sufficient.

Table 3. Results of the discriminant validity.

Constructs TOGC UGC CDI ADI ODI INT
1. Tour-operator-generated content 0.78
2. User-generated content 0.591 ** 0.79
3. Cognitive destination image 0.602 ** 0.566 ** 0.83
4. Affective destination image 0.610 ** 0.673 ** 0.569 ** 0.80
5. Overall destination image 0.477 ** 0.503 ** 0.489 ** 0.513 ** 0.80
6. Intention 0.448 ** 0.510 ** 0.432 ** 0.469 ** 0.679 ** 0.82

The diagonal values are AVE, and the off-diagonal values are inter-construct squared correlations, ** p < 0.01.
4.4. Structural Equation Modeling (SEM)

The suggested relationship of the construct was statistically tested based on a covari-
ance matrix. After all of the factors in the measurement model were reported to achieve the
appropriate cutoff for the reliability and validity evaluations, the structural model study
assumptions were further evaluated [121]. The structural model was analyzed using the
maximum-likelihood estimation technique and the correlation matrix as the data input.
The standardized regression coefficient () and explanatory power (R?) can be seen in
Figure 2, where R? was greater than 0.2, thus signifying a strong explanatory power [112].

Tour H1a=8 .
operator- - (B=0.393) *** Cog.mn.ve
generated de'stmatlon Habes
image
content (RZ=0462) (B=0.278) ***
H5=§
H1b=S Overall ($=0.755) *** Intention to select
(B=0.259) *** H3a=8 destination sustainable
(B=0.131) * image > destinations
H2a=S (R>=0.423) (R?=0.570)
(B=0.362) ***
v
User - Affective Ha=S
generated o destination (B=0.443) ***
content H2b=5 image
(p=0.513) *** (R>=0.637)

Figure 2. The results of testing the hypothetical model. *** p < 0.001, * p < 0.05.
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The overall fitness model specifies that chi-square (X?) = 582.834 at 290 degrees of
freedom (df = 290), and as such, it is significant at a probability level of (p) = 0.000. The
X2 /df ratio of less than 5 (here 2.010) was used as the common decision rule of an acceptable
overall fitness level of a model. The results show the fact that the theoretical framework
presents an acceptable goodness of fit. Additionally, other indicators of goodness-of-fit are:
the root mean square residual (RMR) = 0.024; goodness of fit index (GFI) = 0.908 (which is
significant); adjusted goodness of fit index (AGFI) = 0.888; normed fit index (NFI) = 0.927;
relative fit index (RFI) = 0.918; incremental fit index (IFI) = 0.962; Tucker—Lewis index
(TLI) = 0.957; comparative fit index (CFI) = 0.962; root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA) = 0.049 [83]. Within the overall model, the estimates of the structural coefficients
provide the basis for testing the proposed hypotheses (see Figure 2).

4.5. Hypotheses” Testing

In order to determine the statistical significance of the hypothesized relationship,
the explained variance (R?) between the dependent and mediating variables, the path
coefficients (f3), and their significance levels (t-values) were assessed. The R? was greater
than 0.2 for all of the endogenous constructions, thus indicating substantial explanatory
power [112].

Table 4 illustrates the fact that seven proposed hypothesized paths are supported. First,
the tour operator generated content (TOGC) was significantly related with both cognitive
destination image ( = 0.393 ***, p < 0.001, t = 6.857) and affective destination image
(B =0.259 ***, p < 0.001, t = 4.578), supporting Hla and H1lb. Moreover, the relationships
between user-generated content (UGC), cognitive destination image (3 = 0.362 ***, p < 0.001,
t = 6.238) and affective destination image (p = 0.513 ***, p < 0.001, t = 8.260), respectively,
were found to be significant, supporting H2a and H2b as well. Cognitive destination
image was also significantly related with/to affective destination image ( = 0.131 *,
p <0.05, t = 2.434) and overall destination image ( = 0.278 ***, p < 0.001, t = 4.779); thus,
H3a and H3b are supported. As expected, affective destination image was significantly
associated with overall destination image (3 = 0.443 ***, p < 0.001, t = 7.068), which strongly
supports H4. Similar results were obtained for the hypothesis by providing a highly
significant association between overall destination image and the intention for the selection
of a sustainable destination, i.e., H5 is supported ( = 0.755 ***, p < 0.001, t = 14.124).
Hence, hypotheses 1 to 5 are statistically validated, indicating that all of the variables of
social media TOGC and UGC are significantly related to the process of image destination
formation of /by travelers and influence their sustainable destination choice intention.

Table 4. Summary of the hypotheses’ testing results.

Hypothesis Path Standardized Regression Coefficient (8) (= tC\'/all{l.le) Decision
Hla TOGC — CDI 0.393 6.857 *** Supported
Hilb TOGC — AFI 0.259 4.578 *** Supported
H2a UGC — CDI 0.362 6.238 *** Supported
H2b UGC — ADI 0.513 8.260 *** Supported
H3a CDI — ADI 0.131 2.434* Supported
H3b CDI — ODI 0.278 4.779 *** Supported
H4a ADI — ODI 0.443 7.068 *** Supported
H5 ODI — INT 0.755 14.124 *** Supported

% <0001, * p < 0.05.

5. Discussion

Social media has become an important source of information for the understanding of
the concept of a sustainable process. In general, the issue of sustainability is well addressed
in social networking sites, which are mainly linked to the sustainable destination choice
intention. For more than a decade, sustainable destination choice behavior was considered
an ideal approach for the efficient management of travel destinations. The sustainable
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utilization of tourism resources, comprising but not limited to accommodation, physical
infrastructure, transportation, and awareness-raising for travelers, remains a challenge for
the DMOs. Thus, social media can be used by DMOs to obtain information about their
needs as consumers, and to create a relationship between the content makers and consumers
at an insignificant cost. At this point, the appearance of social media-based tourism content
is changing dramatically [123]. However, social media content and the formulation of
destination image towards sustainable destinations have not been documented. Therefore,
the current research aims to examine the influence of tour-operator-generated content
(TOGC) and user-generated content (UGC) to formulate the destination image, and to
ascertain how it works on the selection of a sustainable destination. Thus, in order to
achieve this objective, the present study proposed a conceptual model to explain the role of
cognitive, affective, and overall destination image as three mediators.

Next, this study has detailed results. Firstly, two independent variables, TOGC and
UGC, found a positive and significant association with the cognitive and affective destina-
tion image. Hence, hypotheses Hla, Hlb, H2a, and H2b are supported. These findings are
similar to the previous investigation based on social media information sources [6,77,124].
Secondly, cognitive destination image has also shown a positive and significant connec-
tion with an affective destination image and overall destination image, which supports
H3a and H3b. These results are almost similar to prior research on destination image
formation [6,77]. Thirdly, affective destination image was also shown to have a positive
significant association with overall destination image, which supports H4. This is similar
to previous findings [67,125]. Finally, the overall destination image has a positive and sig-
nificant relationship with the intention to select sustainable destinations, thus supporting
H5. Based on the full model (see Figure 2), the results revealed that all eight hypothetical
relationships were supported empirically. The finding corroborates the study on social
media information sources and destination image formation by travelers. The analysis
results show that social media is significantly effective to formulate destination image,
and thus influences the selection of sustainable destinations. The research findings also
showed that the satisfactory explanatory power of CDI is 46%, i.e., R? = 0.462, ADI is 64%,
i.e., R? = 0.637, ODI is 42%, i.e., R? = 0.423; and INT is 57%, i.e., R* = 0.570. Therefore,
these results indicate that all of the variables were significantly related to the respondents’
intention to select sustainable destinations.

The findings of this research support the key argument that the information source
plays a vital role in online destination image formation [15,83]. According to the findings,
all of the underlying factors are affected by destination image formation through two
types of social media-based information. First of all, travel information indications, the
relevance to enhance sustainable awareness, and continuous updates affect the destination
image formation. As regards aspects of relevance, travelers are mostly influenced by the
appropriateness of the information. The reason for which this occurs is the fact that a huge
amount of information posted on social media tends to gain momentum and importance,
and as such, the accessibility of the relevant information is important. Therefore, it might be
more significant for information seekers to identify relevant sources of information, sources
that are to be tailored to a sustainable aspect of the destination. Besides this, the results
suggest that travelers’ destination image formation is more significantly associated with
information usefulness, and that it (usefulness of information) influences the sustainable
destination selecting intention. The overall destination image process of cognitive and
affective image formation is the reason for which this occurs. A possible cause of this
finding could be that information source accuracy and attractiveness are identified as being
the major factors which are influential for the building of a destination image [126]. This
finding suggests that it is essential to recognize that the role of information provided by
tour operators is highly motivated by the usefulness and accuracy necessary to build an
overall destination image. According to the findings, social media information sources
have the potential to influence sustainable destination selection by travelers. Admitting to
the formulation of the hypotheses, user-generated content was found to strongly influence
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cognitive, affective, and overall destination image formation. This is similar to previous
studies which contended that user-generated content is more reliable than a travel agency
or professional tourism website [127].

6. Conclusions

This study gives a new perspective into social media TOGC and UGC, and their
influence on destination image formation and sustainable destination selection. The results
of this study suggest that TOGC and UGC are useful for research on the topic of the
destination choice intention of individuals, as mediated by the cognitive, affective, and
overall destination image. The suggested research model could help improve and expand
knowledge and studies on tourism. The findings will foster curiosity in future studies,
which will lead researchers to determine other factors which may contribute to sustainable
destination selection; what is more, these findings will also lead to more efficient social me-
dia promotional activities. Apart from this, the conceptual framework might be reformed
with various aspects in order to better evaluate the destination choice intention of travelers.

6.1. Implications

The present study supports previous assertions that social media information sources
influence travelers’ choice of a sustainable destination, and confirms the roles of TOGC,
UGC, and DI, which are of interest due to a relative neglect of prior studies in investigating
the integrated causal relationships between TOGC and UGC, as well as related constructs.
This study proposes different alternatives to conceptualizing the relationships between
TOGC, UGC, cognitive and affective images, overall destination image, and intention.
The empirical results support the conceptual model, and conclude that TOGC and UGC
represent an important antecedent to destination image formation, which in turn has
a mediating impact on sustainable destination choice intentions. This study has made
significant contributions to academic research and tourism businesses by understanding
how the TOGC and UGC—through their presence on social media—formulate cognitive,
affective, and overall destination image, and influence travelers’ intentions towards a
sustainable destination choice. The implications of the contributions are presented below.

6.1.1. Theoretical Implications

The research on user-generated content and destination image is evolving from the
initial stages, which were mostly limited to analyzing textual reviews. In contrast, our
research attempts to offer insights on the influence of user-generated content and tour-
operator-generated content by comparing them to a social media destination image. The
findings suggest that the presentation format, in particular the UGC, can assist as a sig-
nificant stimulus in influencing online destination image, even more so than the TOGC.
Thus, this research advances the current understandings of the effects of UGC and TOGC
in several significant ways.

Firstly, this study provides an empirical method focused on social media TOGC and
UGC in connection to the selection of a sustainable destination. Moreover, its conceptual
contribution also consists of an attempt to fill a gap regarding social media destination
image formation. The proposed model combines the TOGC and UGC, and offers a signifi-
cant framework used to examine the cognitive, affective, and overall destination image
formation of travelers, and contributes to the process of intention selection for sustain-
able destinations.

Secondly, the social media-based cognitive, affective, and overall destination image
confirmed the initial model for future academic research purposes. Destination image
is crucial in the tourist decision-making process, and it plays a key role in destination
marketing. Thus, the hypothetical results of this study are valuable in understanding
the sustainable destination selection process. The influential aspects of TOGC and UGC
were mediated by cognitive, affective, and overall destination image to strengthen the
traveler’s sustainable destination selection intention. Thirdly, this is the initial attempt to
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understand the association between destination image and intention; thus, the findings will
provide meaningful insights for future research. Moreover, the findings will also enable
the enforcement of marketing approaches for tourism destinations, and will thus improve
the sustainable destination marketing approach.

6.1.2. Managerial Implications

This study provided an in-depth understanding of how TOGC and UGC create
opportunities for the marketing organization, and makes recommendations on how travel
service providers could capitalize on these trends and use this for the benefit of their
businesses. Destination promoters need to strategically manage their destination as a
‘product’ in order to achieve uniqueness and competitiveness in the eyes of potential
travelers [128]. They need to recognize the factors influencing the attitudes of potential
travelers toward the destinations. This study thus encourages destination marketers to
consider destination information factors as a key antecedent to the attitudes of travelers. A
tourism destination can be represented as a brand composed of intangible and tangible
features. Thus, marketers need to manage destination branding by focusing more on
assessing and enhancing both the cognitive and affective image of the destination through
information sources.

From this empirical study, destination marketing organizations (DMOs) and private
tour operators will be interested in the implications regarding the ways in which to gain a
stronger and enhanced understanding of the role of TOGC and UGC in the behavior of
destination choice. For example, in order to recognize the attitudes manifested by travelers
toward a sustainable destination, marketers can place more emphasis on the presence of
social media information to enhance sustainable destination image. They can quantify the
notion of the cognitive image by using the physical features of the destination (e.g., natural
beauty, beaches, activity, theme parks, cultural festivals, shopping opportunity, friendly
locals), whereas for the affective image, they can use attribute descriptors, such as ‘modern’,
‘exciting’, ‘appealing’, “‘unique’, ‘trustworthy’, ‘up-to-date’, ‘competent’, ‘imaginative’,
‘sincere’, ‘honest’, ‘cheerful’, ‘authentic’, and ‘conservative’ [129,130]. However, without
the knowledge of how information factors influence the travel plans of travelers, the
marketing efforts of DMOs will not be as effective as initially thought. In other words,
DMOs need to know how travelers recognize and assess the underlying factors of TOGC
and UGC, and—based on the responses of travelers—they can understand what actions
need to be taken through the use of social media marketing policy. As UGC refers to
uploading and referencing influential content, this study provides important directions to
DMOs or tour operators regarding the ways in which to efficiently utilize UGC factors to
develop social media promotional activities.

The importance of UGC is increasing, and has enormous implications for social media
services, such as accommodation, transportation, and food, etc. The practical contributions
made by this study could be beneficial to national tourism organizations and tourism
service providers in numerous ways, e.g., by improving the marketing efforts of national
tourism organizations (NTO’s), DMOs, and private tour operators [131]. Tourism marketers
should carefully consider UGC content when designing their social media promotional
activity and redesigning their official website. Under these circumstances, DMOs and tour
operators should use UGC as a referee marketing policy, and should encourage travel
reviewers to provide more accurate opinions from time to time. For instance, travel content
writers or reviewers could share their travel experience by using specific details, such as
the date, time, and location. Such details could in turn influence potential travelers to make
a selection of the destination faster. DMOs and tour operators could also provide basic
information about contributing better opinions, advice, comments to the readers/users of
the tourism services (i.e., accommodation, food, shopping, attractions, activity, etc.). This
will help improve the travel information competitiveness and the quality of the content.
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6.2. Limitations and Future Work

This research was subject to some limitations, which should be considered for further
research. First, we did not take into account the opinions of users of particular social media
platforms (i.e., Facebook, Instagram, WeChat) towards the image formation. Second, we
did not focus on the significant activities on social media (i.e., photos, video, storyboard,
live streaming, graphic presentation) which influence travelers to select sustainable desti-
nations. Third, in order to measure the sustainable destinations, we did not propose the
sustainability construct in the conceptual model; as such, future studies should therefore
investigate these issues. Fourth, the aspects involved in the study were investigated only
at one point in time. Additional research should use pre- and post-response evaluations to
validate the proposed framework. Fifth, another limitation was the selection of samples
and locations, for which the results may lack the ability to be applied to a broader spectrum
of society. Sixth, the convenience sampling technique was another limitation which may
impede the general applicability of the research findings. Finally, future research might
want to make use of the focus group discussion (FGD) or in-depth interviews in order to
identify the factors affecting the choice of the sustainable destination.
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Appendix A. Constructs and Scale Items

Table A1l. Constructs and scale items.

Latent Variable

Item Text Source of Adoption

Tour-operator generated content

TOGCI1: Tour-operator-generated content is relevant towards the
sustainable destination.
TOGC2: Tour-operator-generated content is up-to-date about the
sustainable destination.
TOGCS3: Tour-operator-generated content is authentic towards a
sustainable destination.
TOGC4: Tour-operator-generated content can help to raise environmental
awareness of the sustainable destination.
TOGCS5: Tour-operator-generated content can increase the awareness of the
negative impacts on the local environment.

[6,100,101]

User-generated content

UGC1: User-generated content is relevant to a sustainable destination.
UGC2: User-generated content is continuously up-to-date.
UGCS3: User-generated content is authentic.

UGC4: User-generated content is accurate.

UGCS5: User-generated content is effective towards a
sustainable destination.

[6,100,101]
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Table A1. Cont.

Latent Variable Item Text Source of Adoption

What is your social media-based cognitive destination image about a
sustainable destination?
CDI1: The sustainable destination will be offering an
eco-friendly environment.
Cognitive destination image CDI2: The sustainable destination will be offering a conservational [68,102]
natural heritage.
CDI3: The sustainable destination will be offering sustainable gastronomy.
CDI4: The sustainable destination will be offering
eco-friendly accommodation.

What is your social media-based affective destination image about a
sustainable destination?
ADII1: The destination will be sustainably arousing.
ADI2: The destination will be sustainably pleasant.
ADI3: The destination will be sustainably exciting.
ADI4: The destination will be sustainably relaxing.

Affective destination image [68,102]

What is your social media-based overall destination image about the
sustainable destination?

ODI1: The destination will be environmentally favorable.
ODI2: The destination will be very positive towards travelers.
ODI3: The destination will be very satisfactory to the community.
ODI4: The sustainable destination will be a suitable vacation choice.

Opverall destination image [98,103]

INT1: I am willing to pursue environmentally sustainable activities (e.g.,
energy conservation, recycling) in the future.
INT2: I plan to support environmental initiatives about
. sustainable destination.
Intention INTS3: I will make an effort to promote a sustainable approach towards [101,104]
the destination.
INT4: I plan to play a part in reducing harm to the environment in the
future at a sustainable destination.
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