
Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Journal of Destination Marketing & Management

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/jdmm

Research paper

The impact of destination brand authenticity and destination brand self-
congruence on tourist loyalty: The mediating role of destination brand
engagement

Ruixia Chen, Zhimin Zhou∗, Ge Zhan, Nan Zhou
Department of Marketing, College of Management, Shenzhen University, Shenzhen, China

A R T I C L E I N F O

Keywords:
Authenticity
Engagement
Self-congruence
Revisit intention
Recommendation intention

A B S T R A C T

Brand engagement has become a major topic in brand management, but its application to the tourism industry
remains limited. This study proposes an integrated framework for destination brand engagement, with two key
drivers (destination brand authenticity and destination brand self-congruence) developed from both destination-
led and tourist-centered perspectives and their associated outcomes: revisit intention and recommendation in-
tention. Additionally, the mediating effect of destination brand engagement was examined. The findings indicate
that destination brand authenticity and destination brand self-congruence positively influence destination brand
engagement, revisit intention, and recommendation intention and that destination brand engagement mediates
this relationship. Destination brand authenticity directly influences recommendation intention but indirectly
influences revisit intention. Destination brand self-congruence has a direct effect on revisit intention but an
indirect effect on recommendation intention. The findings could help destination marketing organizations re-
cognize the importance of destination brand engagement and improve brand performance in destination brand
management.

1. Introduction

The development of fast and efficient transportation has expanded
the travel range of tourists, causing the competition between different
destinations to intensify. A destination brand can be used to reflect the
personality and characteristics of the destination (Kladou, Kavaratzis,
Rigopoulou, & Salonika, 2017). For destination marketing organiza-
tions (DMOs), branding has become a major tool for differentiating a
destination from others (Dedeoğlu, Van Niekerk, Weinland, & Celuch,
2019; Ekinci & Hosany, 2006). A destination brand is different from
other product or service brands in that it identifies a destination, con-
veys the pleasurable travel experience associated with the destination,
and reinforces such experience (Blain, Levy, & Ritchie, 2005).

Tourism practitioners have recognized the importance of tourist
brand engagement, but few empirical studies have explored the role of
tourist brand engagement in the tourism industry, particularly in the
tourism destination research (So, King, Sparks, & Wang, 2016). Brand
engagement has been defined as a psychological and behavioral state
connecting consumers with brands (Hollebeek, Glynn, & Brodie, 2014).
To succeed in destination brand engagement, managers must account
for factors pertaining to both tourists and destinations. Therefore, the

antecedents of destination brand engagement should be explored from
the perspectives of destination-led and tourist-centered drivers to
overcome the apparent gap in the empirical research (France,
Merrilees, & Miller, 2016).

Previous research has examined the role of tourists in brand en-
gagement, but the effect of destination-led factors has been largely
understudied (Chathoth, Ungson, Harrington, & Chan, 2016). One cri-
tical but frequently ignored destination-led driver of destination brand
engagement is destination brand authenticity, which has been deemed
crucial for the success of a brand (Beverland, 2005; Newman & Dhar,
2014) because tourists are essentially seeking authentic experiences
(Wang, 1999). Based on the definition of Morhart, Malär, Guèvremont,
Girardin, and Grohmann (2015), destination brand authenticity refers
to the extent to which tourists recognize that a destination brand is
faithful to itself (continuous), true to tourists (credible), responsible
(honest), and helpful in enabling them to be themselves (symbolic). For
example, numerous destinations use technologies such as virtual reality
to demonstrate authenticity and enhance their connection with tourists.

Because empirical research on destination brand engagement is
scant and previous studies on tourist engagement have mostly focused
on its outcome (Harrigan, Evers, Miles, & Daly, 2017; So et al., 2016;
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So, King, & Sparks, 2014), the present study sought to explore the
antecedents of destination brand engagement from a multifaceted
perspective. Specifically, a conceptual framework was developed to
explain destination brand engagement with both destination-led and
tourist-centered drivers, which are destination brand authenticity and
destination brand self-congruence, respectively. An authentic experi-
ence is shaped by the destination, and destination self-congruence re-
flects the perceived match between a tourist's self-concept and the
image of the destination brand. The mediating role of destination brand
engagement is tested with respect to destination brand authenticity,
destination brand self-congruence, and destination loyalty. In this
study, destination loyalty is defined as revisit intention and re-
commendation intention.

2. Literature review and hypothesis development

2.1. Destination brand engagement

In recent years, customer brand engagement, which emphasizes the
relationship between the customer and the brand (Brodie, Hollebeek,
Jurić, & Ilić, 2011; Van Doorn et al., 2010), has emerged as an area of
particular interest in the branding field (France et al., 2016) and has
been found to be crucial for successful brand management (Alloza,
2008) and consumer loyalty (Bowden, 2009; France et al., 2016). Re-
lative to perceived value and service quality, which have been identi-
fied as principal drivers of brand loyalty, brand engagement may have a
greater effect (So et al., 2016).

Brand engagement has been defined in previous research from a
behavioral perspective (So et al., 2016). Some scholars have con-
ceptualized brand engagement using psychological and behavioral
perspectives (Hollebeek, 2011), whereas others have emphasized the
relationship between the consumer and the brand (Hollebeek et al.,
2014). Building on these two perspectives, Hollebeek et al. (2014)
proposed a framework of brand engagement with three dimensions:
cognitive processing, affection, and activation. Cognitive processing
represents the degree to which a consumer thinks of the brand when
interacting with it, and affection refers to a consumer's positive emo-
tions related to the brand. Finally, activation captures the amount of
effort, energy, and time the consumer commits to the brand. This study
adopted the definition of Hollebeek et al. (2014).

In the tourism industry, So et al. (2016) indicated that customer
engagement contributes to the positive evaluation of, trust in, and
loyalty towards a brand. Today, online social networks and smart-
phones make these interactions more convenient. Tourists can share
knowledge, write reviews, and recommend tourist attractions anytime
and anywhere. User-generated content has a major influence on desti-
nation branding and destination image (Marine-Roig & Clavé, 2015).
For example, tourists with higher engagement in a destination brand
community are more likely to spread positive word of mouth (WOM)
concerning the destination (Moro & Rita, 2018). Thus, destination
brand loyalty is assumed to be enhanced through destination brand
engagement.

2.2. Destination brand authenticity

Consumers’ demand for authenticity is intense, as a counterpoint to

the technological complexity of modern society (Grayson & Martinec,
2004). As an activity away from the constraints of daily life, tourism
provides opportunities for tourists to relax, be true to oneself, and have
authentic experiences (Wang, 1999). Therefore, managers have re-
cognized that the perceived authenticity of a tourism experience is an
essential attractive resource for destinations (Cohen, 1988a; Kolar &
Zabkar, 2010). Despite authenticity and consumption being closely
related in the practical field, studies on brand authenticity only started
in the 1990s (Kososki & Prado, 2017). The literature includes two as-
pects of brand authenticity. One aspect concerns how to build the au-
thenticity of a brand. For example, authenticity can be developed
through authentic brand advertising (Botterill, 2007; Stern, 1994) or
with an original source (Newman & Dhar, 2014). The other aspect
considers that which brand authenticity affects, such as consumer ex-
periences (Arnould & Price, 2000) or consumer identity (Kozinets &
Handelman, 2004). As the core element of brand recognition and brand
identity, brand authenticity implies an original place, a commitment to
quality, and continuity of the brand essence and influences purchase
intentions (Napoli, Dickinson, Beverland, & Farrelly, 2014); thus, brand
authenticity is currently highly important for both academics and
practitioners (Kososki & Prado, 2017).

Brand authenticity research is relatively limited (Bruhn,
Schoenmüller, Schäfer, & Heinrich, 2012; Schallehn, Burmann, & Riley,
2014), particularly in the tourism and hospitality industry. Previous
tourism authenticity studies have classified three types of authenticity,
which are objective authenticity as originals (MacCannell, 1973),
constructive authenticity projected by tourism producers or tourists
(Cohen, 1988a), and existential authenticity from the existential state
of being (Wang, 1999). Most authenticity studies have focused on travel
behaviors (Steiner & Reisinger, 2006), heritage tourism (Fyall &
Garrod, 1998; Yi, Lin, Jin, & Luo, 2017), and case studies of tourist
destinations (Tasci & Knutson, 2004). Few studies of authenticity have
focused on brand management in the tourism and hospitality industry.
MacCannell (1973) contended that with the intensification of moder-
nity, people are plagued by a lack of authenticity in their daily lives:
hence, they seek authentic experiences. It is widely agreed that tourism
can serve as one of the essential channels assisting tourists in their
search for authenticity (Meng & Choi, 2016). This is because tourists are
more likely to express their true selves when they have escaped from
their routine lives during a tour (Wang, 1999).

Although brand authenticity is embraced in brand position man-
agement, scholars have not achieved consensus regarding its definition
(Morhart et al., 2015; Schallehn et al., 2014). The variety of definitions
of brand authenticity is due to the various philosophical bases of au-
thenticity, which are objectivism, constructivism, and existentialism
(Wang, 1999). Because existential authenticity can explain more
tourism activities and has been widely used in the literature (Yi et al.,
2017), this study proposes a definition of destination brand authenticity
from this perspective: the extent to which a tourist subjectively evalu-
ates a destination as continuous, credible, honest, and symbolic.

Brand authenticity has been measured using five approaches, as
listed in Table 1. Brand authenticity has been verified as a second-order
construct (Fritz, Schoenmueller, & Bruhn, 2017), and this feature of the
construct is evident in the measurement scales of Bruhn et al. (2012),
Morhart et al. (2015), and Napoli et al. (2014). Different from other
approaches, Morhart et al. (2015) identified the dimension of

Table 1
Measurement of brand authenticity.

Author(s) Subdimensions Item number

Bruhn's et al. (2012) Continuity, originality, reliability, and naturalness 15
Schallehn et al. (2014) No subdimension 6
Napoli et al. (2014) Quality commitment, sincerity, and heritage 14
Kososki and Prado (2017) Spontaneity, quality commitment, essence, nostalgia, values, simplicity, design, originality, and origin 32
Morhart et al. (2015) Continuity, credibility, integrity, and symbolism 15
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symbolism that links a brand to the true selves of its customers and
reflects the three types of authenticity in tourism: objective, con-
structive, and existential. Thus, it is adopted in the current study. The
four dimensions in Morhart et al. (2015) are integrity, credibility,
continuity, and symbolism. Integrity refers to moral purity, virtue, and
responsibility (Beverland & Farrelly, 2010). Credibility is the ability
and honesty to fulfill a promise (Erdem & Swait, 2004). Continuity
refers to a brand's historicity, timelessness, and survival trend
(Beverland, 2006). Symbolism reflects how consumers define who they
are by using a brand.

In the marketing literature, previous studies have examined the
brand authenticity of luxury hotels (Manthiou, Kang, Hyun, & Fu,
2018), luxury wine (Beverland, 2005, 2006), and fast food (Schallehn
et al., 2014). Especially when brand attachment is weak, brand rela-
tional authenticity significantly improves brand attitude (Ilicic &
Webster, 2014). In the tourism industry, the perception of the au-
thenticity of the tourism experience has been recognized as an essential
attractive resource for destinations (Cohen, 1998b; Kolar & Zabkar,
2010). Manthiou et al. (2018) revealed that brand authenticity en-
hances brand impression and brand love. Authenticity is a factor that
drives tourists to visit a destination (MacCannell, 1973; Wang, 1999).
Object-based authenticity enhances tourist engagement (Bryce, Curran,
O'Gorman, & Taheri, 2015). The finding implies that when destination
brand authenticity is high, the authenticity need is satisfied, and tour-
ists are more likely to achieve a high degree of destination brand en-
gagement. Thus, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H1. Destination brand authenticity positively influences destination
brand engagement.

2.3. Destination brand self-congruence

Destination brand self-congruence refers to the consistency between
the self-concept of a tourist and a destination brand image and is de-
rived from the construct of self-concept (Usakli & Baloglu, 2011). Self-
concept, which refers to how people think of themselves, is highly
useful for explaining consumer preference behavior (Sirgy, 1982). In
the customer behavior literature, self-concept includes actual self-con-
cept and ideal self-concept. Actual self-concept refers to the perception
of one's image, whereas ideal self-concept refers to the person that one
aspires to be (Belch & Landon, 1977). Apart from the two components,
Sirgy (1982) employed social self-concept (presenting a social self) and
ideal social self-concept (a desired social self) to explain self-concept.
This study focused on actual self-congruence to be consistent with the
definition adopted and to obtain more direct conclusions for destination
brand management.

To express their self-identity, consumers prefer brands that they
believe possess characteristics similar to those that constitute their self-
concept (Sirgy et al., 1997). In the context of social media, De Vries and
Carlson (2014) revealed that brand self-congruence positively influ-
ences brand engagement. According to self-congruence theory, when a
consumer's self-concept is consistent with a brand, such a consumer is
more likely to generate preferences, positive emotions, and a sense of
belonging to the brand. Thus, brand self-congruence can be con-
ceptualized as a key driver of brand engagement (France et al., 2016).
In the tourism industry, if a tourist recognizes that the destination
image matches his self-concept closely, the symbolic self is strength-
ened. Thus, favorable attitudes and positive emotions toward the des-
tination brand will be produced (Sirgy & Su, 2000). The following was
therefore hypothesized:

H2. Destination brand self-congruence positively influences destination
brand engagement.

2.4. Revisit intention and recommendation intention

Tourist loyalty entails behavioral intention and recommendation
intention (Virto, Punzón, López, & Figueiredo, 2019; Yoon & Uysal,
2005). Studies suggest that revisit intention and recommendation in-
tention are two separate constructs (Gabe, Lynch, & McConnon, 2006),
and find that the evaluation of a destination's attributes has a stronger
connection to recommendation intention than does revisit intention
(Eusébio & Vieira, 2013). Therefore, the present study divided desti-
nation loyalty into revisit intention and recommendation intention.
Especially with the development of social networks, destinations have
new opportunities to connect with tourists. Moreover, interactions be-
tween tourists have increased. A recommendation from a tourist has a
significant effect on another tourist's choice. The effects of online WOM
have been well documented in destination management (Litvin,
Goldsmith, & Pan, 2008; Wang & Fesenmaier, 2004). Elsewhere, in-
teractions between tourists have highlighted how brand engagement is
critical to destination loyalty, especially in the highly competitive
tourism industry (So et al., 2014).

Both academics and marketing practitioners have paid great atten-
tion to destination loyalty (Eusébio & Vieira, 2013). In the tourism
literature, customer loyalty has been explored from behavioral and
attitudinal perspectives (Oppermann, 2000). Behavioral loyalty refers
to actual visit behavior and was mainly used in previous research. At-
titudinal loyalty refers to revisit intention and recommendation inten-
tion and is more extensively used in the tourism research (Eusébio &
Vieira, 2013; Yoon & Uysal, 2005). Schall (2003) argued that the atti-
tudinal component should receive more research attention because
customer loyalty contains both attitudinal and emotional commitments
in the hospitality industry. The present study follows the attitudinal
approach of destination loyalty, which contains revisit intention and
recommendation intention (Eusébio & Vieira, 2013; Gómez, Lopez, &
Molina, 2015; Yi et al., 2017; Yoon & Uysal, 2005). Thus, destination
loyalty is defined as the intention of a tourist to revisit and recommend
to others. Loyal tourists are more likely to behave as advocates for a
destination, spreading positive WOM and helping improve service
quality (Shoemaker & Lewis, 1999). With the development of social
networks, online WOM plays an increasingly vital role in destination
brand relationship management (Litvin et al., 2008).

Customer engagement is an essential method for building loyalty in
the practical field (Bowden, 2009), and the relationship between brand
engagement and consumer loyalty is strongly supported in the litera-
ture (France et al., 2016; Sprott, Czellar, & Spangenberg, 2009). Studies
have indicated that customers with high engagement are advocates for
the brand and are more likely to recommend it to others (Hollebeek
et al., 2014), accept wrongdoing by a brand (Wallace, Buil, & de
Chernatony, 2014), and generate a memorable tourism experience
(Chen & Rahman, 2018). The following hypotheses are therefore pro-
posed:

H3. Destination brand engagement has a positive effect on revisit
intention.

H4. Destination brand engagement has a positive effect on
recommendation intention.

In the marketing literature, a positive effect of brand behavior au-
thenticity on customer loyalty has been demonstrated (Alhouti,
Johnson, & Holloway, 2016; Beverland, 2006; Napoli et al., 2014). In
the tourism and hospitality industry, an authentic experience is an es-
sential motivation for a tourist: therefore, when a destination's brand
authenticity is high, the need for authenticity is satisfied, and the
tourist is more likely to revisit the destination and recommend it to
others. It has been found that the perception of authenticity positively
affects customer loyalty for tourism destinations (Bryce, Curran,
O'Gorman, & Taheri, 2015; Kolar & Zabkar, 2010; Shen, Guo, & Wu,
2014). The following hypotheses are therefore proposed:
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H5. Destination brand authenticity has a positive effect on revisit
intention.

H6. Destination brand authenticity has a positive effect on
recommendation intention.

Consumers prefer goods or services that express their identities
(Aaker, 1996). If the match between a brand and a consumer is high,
the evaluation of the brand will be positive. This connection has been
verified in previous research on self-expressive brands (Wallace et al.,
2014). Brand self-congruence has also been found to be related to brand

engagement (France et al., 2016), brand affection (Mazodier &
Merunka, 2012), and tourist loyalty (Zhang, Fu, Cai, & Lu, 2014). En-
gaged and loyal customers may revisit and recommend the destination.
The following hypotheses are therefore proposed:

H7. Destination brand self-congruence positively affects revisit
intention.

H8. Destination brand self-congruence positively affects
recommendation intention.

Based on the foregoing discussion, the proposed conceptual model is
depicted in Fig. 1.

3. Methodology

3.1. Data collection

To test the proposed hypotheses, an online survey was used that
targeted Chinese adult tourists who had visited a tourism destination
within the previous 12 months. Data for the study were collected using
the online survey platform ‘Sojump’ between December 28 and 31,
2018. Sojump is the most popular professional survey platform in China
and provides reliable access to randomly selected voluntary partici-
pants in various regions of China (Lien, Cao, & Zhou, 2017; Zhou, Su,
Zhou, & Zhang, 2016).

At the beginning of the questionnaire, several screening questions
were asked to identify qualified participants. Participants were asked to
indicate the date of their recent visit to a tourism destination.
Participants who visited a destination more than 12 months previously
were excluded. Valid participants were required to provide the name of
the tourism destination and answer the following questions. In total,
521 valid questionnaires were collected for statistical analysis.

3.2. Sample profile

Table 2 presents the demographic characteristics of the sample. Of
the 521 valid questionnaires collected, 226 (43.4%) were from men and
295 (56.6%) were from women. Most respondents (229, 44.0%) were
aged between 21 and 30 years. The majority (459, 88.1%) had a college
or university education. Over half the respondents (277, 53.2%) earned
a monthly income from ¥5000 to ¥10,000. It was the first time visiting
the destination for half the participants (265, 50.9%). Additionally,

Fig. 1. Conceptual model.

Table 2
Demographic characteristics.

Characteristics Frequency Percentage (%)

Gender
Male 226 43.4%
Female 295 56.6%

Age
18–20 14 2.7%
21–30 229 44.0%
31–40 208 39.9%
41–50 57 10.9%
Over 50 13 2.5%

Education
High school or below 23 4.4%
College/University 459 88.1%
Master or doctoral 39 7.5%

Income (RMB)
<¥5000 94 18.1%
¥5000-¥10,000 277 53.2%
¥10,001-¥30,000 143 27.4%
>¥30,000 7 1.3%

Frequency of destination visit
1 265 50.9%
2 195 37.6%
>2 60 11.5%

Travel frequency
1 36 6.9%
2 167 32.1%
3 188 36.1%
4–6 110 21.1%
>6 20

Destination country
China 460 88.3%
Other country 61 11.7%
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over one-third of the respondents (188, 36.1%) had traveled three times
in the last year. Four hundred and sixty (88.3%) respondents had vis-
ited destinations in China, and 61 (11.7%) respondents had visited
destinations in other countries. Generally, the sample characteristics
were in line with the profiles of Chinese tourists and previous research
(Meng, Zhang, Li, & So, 2019; Yi et al., 2017).

3.3. Survey instrument

The first part of the questionnaire measured destination brand au-
thenticity, destination brand engagement, destination brand self-con-
gruence, revisit intention, and recommendation intention. The second
part contained demographic information items (Table 2), which were
used as control variables.

All items (Table 3) were adapted from the existing scales and
modified to fit the study context. Previous research has considered both
brand authenticity (Morhart et al., 2015; Napoli et al., 2014) and brand
engagement (Dwivedi, 2015; Hollebeek et al., 2014) to be

multidimensional constructs. According to the second-order construct
types discussed in Ringle, Sarstedt, and Straub (2012), destination
brand authenticity and destination brand engagement have been pro-
posed as reflective–reflective second-order constructs that consider
both first-order relationships and second-order relationships to be re-
flective. That is, destination brand authenticity and destination brand
engagement are considered to be second-order reflective constructs
whose items are reflective of first-order constructs. Therefore, the two
constructs were measured with high-order scales in the study. The items
regarding destination brand authenticity were adopted from Morhart
et al. (2015). In total, 15 items representing four interrelated first-order
factors, which were labeled continuity, credibility, integrity, and sym-
bolism, corresponded to a higher-order destination brand authenticity
construct.

In this study, brand engagement was approached as a multi-
dimensional construct (So et al., 2014, 2016). The interrelated first-
order factors are cognitive processing, affection, and activation, and
brand engagement is a second-order construct (Hollebeek et al., 2014).
The scale items were adopted from Hollebeek et al. (2014). Ten items
representing three interrelated first-order factors, which were labeled
cognitive processing, affection factor, and activation factor, corre-
sponded to a higher-order destination brand engagement construct.
Destination brand self-congruence was measured using a multi-item
scale. The scale items of destination brand self-congruence were
adapted from diverse sources (Bhattacharya & Sen, 2003; Matzler,
Strobl, Stokburger-Sauer, Bobovnicky, & Bauer, 2016; Morhart et al.,
2015; Sirgy & Su, 2000; Usakli & Baloglu, 2011). Three items of revisit
intention were adopted from Wu, Li, and Li (2018). Four items of revisit
intention were adopted from Gohary, Pourazizi, Madani, and Chan
(2018), and Jones and Farquhar (2003).

All latent constructs are reflective, and they were measured using a
seven-point Likert scale, which ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7
(strongly agree). Studies have verified that a seven-point Likert scale is
well suited for electronic surveys (Chaulagain, Wiitala, & Fu, 2019;
Churchill & Peter, 1984; Finstad, 2010).

Because the original scales were in English, back-translation rules
were adopted to ensure the accuracy of the investigation (Brislin,
1970). Three doctoral students translated the measures into Chinese.
Two bilingual professors, who were unfamiliar with the original scale,
then translated the Chinese into English. When the two versions were
reasonably comparable, the quality of the questionnaire was guaran-
teed.

4. Data analysis and results

4.1. Data analysis strategy

As discussed earlier, destination brand authenticity and destination
brand engagement are second-order constructs. Partial least square
(PLS) modeling was used because it is suitable for analyzing the
structural relationships of complex latent variables (Chin & Newsted,
1999), exploratory research and theory development (Chin, 2010; Hair,
Ringle, & Sarstedt, 2011), higher-order constructs (Chin, 2010; Wetzels,
Odekerken-Schröder, & Van Oppen, 2009), and mediation analysis
(Hair, Hult, Ringle, & Sarstedt, 2016; Nitzl & Chin, 2017; Wong, 2016).
SmartPLS 2.0.M3 (Ringle, Wende, & Will, 2005) was used to test the
research model.

Destination brand authenticity and destination brand engagement
can be conceptualized as reflective–reflective second-order constructs
(Petter, Straub, & Rai, 2007). This model design is in line with other
studies regarding brand authenticity and brand engagement (Hollebeek
et al., 2014; Morhart et al., 2015). The use of a hierarchical component
model can reduce bias and improve discriminant validity (Hair, Ringle,
& Sarstedt, 2013; Wong, 2016). This study used a repeated indicator
approach to achieve more reliable results (Chin, 1998, 2010). Desti-
nation brand authenticity and destination brand engagement were

Table 3
Assessment of the first-order measurement model.

Items Loading

Continuity (CR = 0.782; AVE = 0.545)
Brand X is a timeless brand. 0.708
Brand X persists through time. 0.746
Brand X persists through trends. 0.759
Credibility (CR = 0.888; AVE = 0.725)
Brand X will not betray you. 0.853
Brand X keeps its value promise. 0.844
Brand X is an honest brand. 0.857
Integrity (CR = 0.829; AVE = 0.550)
Brand X gives back to its consumers. 0.668
Brand X has moral principles. 0.820
Brand X is true to a set of moral values. 0.785
Brand X cares about its consumers. 0.683
Symbolism (CR = 0.824; AVE = 0.541)
Brand X adds meaning to people's lives. 0.630
Brand X reflects important values people care about. 0.771
Brand X connects people with their real selves. 0.760
Brand X connects people with what is really important. 0.771
Cognitive Processing (CR = 0.842; AVE = 0.639)
Brand X captures my attention. 0.848
I think about the brand X a lot when I'm using it. 0.782
Using brand X stimulates my interest to learn more about it. 0.797
Affection Factor (CR = 0.812; AVE = 0.520)
I feel strong positive emotions when I use brand X. 0.718
Using brand X makes me happy. 0.779
I feel good when I use brand X. 0.753
I'm proud to use brand X. 0.627
Activation Factor (CR = 0.851; AVE = 0.656)
I spend a lot of time using brand X, compared with other destination

brands.
0.807

Whenever I'm in the market for a destination brand, I usually think
about brand X.

0.808

Brand X is one of the brands I usually use when I use a destination
brand.

0.783

Destination Brand Self-Congruence (CR = 0.883; AVE = 0.715)
The personality of brand X is consistent with how I see myself. 0.852
The personality of brand X reflects mine. 0.802
The personality of brand X is close to my own personality. 0.881
Revisit Intention (CR = 0.898; AVE = 0.746)
If I could, I would come to this destination again. 0.840
I always consider this destination as my first choice. 0.844
I have a strong intention to visit this destination again. 0.906
Recommendation Intention (CR = 0.903; AVE = 0.699)
I will recommend that others visit the destination in online forums. 0.845
I will talk about the destination with others online. 0.834
My visits to this destination are a natural topic of conversation online

for me.
0.823

I will not recommend that others visit the destination in online
forums.a

0.841

Note: CR = composite reliability, AVE = average variance extracted.
a Reverse coded.
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measured through a repeated indicator approach (Wetzels et al., 2009).

4.2. Measurement model

The reliability of the first-order measurement model was first
evaluated. A measurement item of continuity with low loading was
removed because it would have increased the average variance ex-
tracted (AVE) over the 0.5 threshold (Wong, 2016). The result is pre-
sented in Table 3, and most of the indicator loadings are acceptable
(above 0.7) (Chin, 1998), except for four indicator loadings ranging
between 0.627 and 0.683. Straub (1989) recommended the lower
threshold of 0.5 for exploratory research designs. Thus, these indicators
were retained (Rasoolimanesh, Ringle, Jaafar, & Ramayah, 2017). As
presented in Table 3, the composite reliability (CR) values of all mea-
sures exceeded the recommended threshold level of 0.70 and ranged
from 0.782 to 0.903, indicating good internal reliability (Nunnally &
Bernstein, 1994).

Second, the validity of the first-order measurement model was
evaluated. As evident in Table 3, the AVE values of each measure were
over the threshold level of 0.5 and ranged between 0.545 and 0.746,
indicating high levels of convergent validity (Fornell & Larcker, 1981).
Subsequently, the discriminant validity of the constructs by drawing
from the Fornell–Larcker criterion was assessed. The results are dis-
played in Table 4. The AVE square roots of each construct were greater
than their correlation coefficients with other constructs. Thus, the dis-
criminant validity was adequate (Fornell & Larcker, 1981).

Third, the validity of the hierarchical measurement models was
evaluated, namely destination brand authenticity and destination brand
engagement. Using the standardized factor scores of first-order con-
structs, it was tested whether the first-order constructs were loaded
onto the posited second-order constructs (Wilson, 2010). The results are
presented in Table 5. After 5000 rounds of bootstrapping, all the path
coefficients were significant and greater than 0.6 as recommended by
Chin (1998). The CR and AVE values of the second-order constructs
were well over the respective threshold values: thus, all higher-level
constructs were verified.

The discriminant validity of the 2 s-order factors is presented in
Table 6. Because the square root values of the AVE for all constructs
were greater than their correlation coefficients with other constructs,
the discriminant validity was considered favorable (Fornell & Larcker,
1981).

4.3. Structural model

Path analysis was used to test the proposed hypotheses. According
to the two-stage approach (Wetzels et al., 2009; Wilson, 2010), the
latent variable scores of the first-order constructs were used for the
second-order latent variables as manifest variables. A bootstrapping
procedure (no sign changes) with a resample of 5000 was performed.
To avoid any possible confounding effects, gender, age, education,

income, frequency of destination visit, travel frequency, and destination
country were used in the analysis as control variables. The results of the
structural model are presented in Table 7.

First, the effects of destination brand authenticity and destination
brand self-congruence on destination brand engagement were tested. As
presented in Table 7, the standardized path coefficient between desti-
nation brand authenticity and destination brand engagement was 0.579
(t = 16.620), indicating that destination brand authenticity

Table 4
Discriminant validity analysis from first order.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Credibility 0.851
Continuity 0.443 0.738
DBSC 0.364 0.249 0.846
Affection Factor 0.543 0.455 0.477 0.721
REC 0.515 0.403 0.362 0.663 0.836
Integrity 0.651 0.440 0.478 0.547 0.509 0.742
Activation Factor 0.429 0.310 0.482 0.465 0.527 0.503 0.810
Cognitive Processing 0.337 0.354 0.313 0.453 0.474 0.404 0.446 0.799
Symbolism 0.509 0.397 0.562 0.522 0.410 0.599 0.445 0.435 0.736
REV 0.411 0.284 0.543 0.571 0.599 0.511 0.697 0.420 0.483 0.864

Note: DBSC = destination brand self-congruence; REV = revisit intention; REC = recommendation intention; numbers on the diagonal line represent the square root
of the AVE value; other numbers represent the correlation coefficient.

Table 5
Assessment of the second-order measurement model.

Second-order Constructs First-order
Constructs

Path Coefficient t-Value

Destination Brand
Authenticity

Continuity 0.672*** 18.322

(CR = 0.872; AVE = 0.631) Credibility 0.828*** 57.998
Integrity 0.867*** 72.025
Symbolism 0.796*** 36.051

Destination Brand
Engagement

Cognitive
Processing

0.747*** 21.841

(CR = 0.838; AVE = 0.634) Affect Factor 0.825*** 48.365
Activation Factor 0.811*** 51.439

Note: Bootstrapping results (n = 5000), ***p < 0.001.

Table 6
Discriminant validity analysis from second order.

1 2 3 4 5

Destination Brand Engagement 0.796
Destination Brand Authenticity 0.705 0.794
Destination Brand Self-Congruence 0.541 0.529 0.846
Recommendation Intention 0.704 0.578 0.361 0.836
Revisit Intention 0.718 0.538 0.543 0.598 0.864

Note: numbers on the diagonal line represent the square root of the AVE value;
other numbers represent the correlation coefficient.

Table 7
Results of structural model analysis.

Hypotheses Relationship Path coefficient β t-value Results

H1 DBA→DBE 0.579*** 16.620 Supported
H2 DBSC→DBE 0.234*** 6.398 Supported
H3 DBE→REV 0.574*** 14.155 Supported
H4 DBE→REC 0.609*** 11.630 Supported
H5 DBA→REV 0.024 0.757 Not Supported
H6 DBA→REC 0.189*** 3.772 Supported
H7 DBSC→REV 0.194*** 4.779 Supported
H8 DBSC→REC −0.072 1.746 Not Supported

Note: DBA = destination brand authenticity; DBE = destination brand en-
gagement; DBSC = destination brand self-congruence; REV = revisit intention;
REC = recommendation intention; ***p < 0.001.
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significantly influences destination brand engagement. Thus, the evi-
dence supports H1. Similarly, the standardized path coefficient between
destination brand self-congruence and destination brand engagement
was 0.234 (t = 6.398), indicating that destination brand self-con-
gruence significantly and directly affects destination brand engage-
ment. Thus, H2 is supported.

Second, the effects of destination brand engagement on revisit in-
tention and recommendation intention were explored. As presented in
Table 7, the standardized path coefficients were 0.574 (t= 14.155) and
0.609 (t = 11.630), indicating that destination brand engagement has
significant direct effects on revisit intention and recommendation in-
tention. H3 and H4 are therefore supported.

Third, the effects of destination brand authenticity on revisit in-
tention and recommendation intention were assessed. As presented in
Table 7, the standardized path coefficients were 0.024 (t = 0.757) and
0.189 (t = 3.772), indicating that destination brand engagement has
significant direct effects on recommendation intention but not on revisit
intention. Therefore, H5 is not supported, but H6 is supported.

Fourth, the effects of destination brand self-congruence on revisit
intention and recommendation intention were assessed. As presented in
Table 7, the standardized path coefficients were 0.194 (t = 4.779) and
−0.072 (t = 1.746), indicating that destination brand self-congruence
has significant direct effects on revisit intention but not on re-
commendation intention. Therefore, H7 is supported, but H8 is not
supported.

Finally, the mediation effect of destination brand engagement was
tested. Following the procedure of Preacher and Hayes (2008), boot-
strapping (5000 resamples) was used to obtain the path coefficients, the
standard errors, and the t values of indirect effects. The results are
shown in Table 8.

Because the indirect effects of destination brand authenticity on
revisit intention (t = 10.030) and recommendation intention
(t = 9.916) were significant, the indirect effects are all supported.
According to Zhao, Lynch, and Chen (2010), because the direct effect of
destination brand authenticity on revisit intention (H5) is not sup-
ported, destination brand engagement completely mediates the re-
lationship between destination brand authenticity and revisit intention.
Because the direct effect of destination brand authenticity on re-
commendation intention (H6) is supported, destination brand engage-
ment partially mediates the relationship between destination brand
authenticity and recommendation intention.

Similarly, because the indirect effects of destination brand self-
congruence on revisit intention (t = 5.234) and recommendation in-
tention (t = 5.053) were significant, the indirect effects are all sup-
ported. Because the direct effect of destination brand self-congruence
on revisit intention (H7) is supported, destination brand engagement
has a partial mediating effect on the relationship between destination
brand self-congruence and revisit intention. Because the direct effect of
destination brand self-congruence on recommendation intention (H8) is
not supported, destination brand engagement has a complete mediating

effect on the relationship between destination brand self-congruence
and recommendation intention.

R2 values of the endogenous constructs are employed to generate
model fit (Chin, 1998). The R2 of destination brand engagement, revisit
intention, and recommendation intention were 0.534, 0.594 and 0.520
respectively, indicating that over 50% of variance is explained. Calcu-
lation of f2 was done to assess the size of the mediating effects of des-
tination brand engagement on revisit intention and recommendation
intention. The f2 values were 0.367 and 0.352, indicating that the ef-
fects of destination brand engagement are strong (Cohen, 1998b). The
Q2 values of destination brand authenticity, destination brand self-
congruence, destination brand engagement, revisit intention, and re-
commendation intention were 0.631, 0.419, 0.300, 0.400, and 0.339,
respectively, indicating that the relationships of the proposed model
have favorable predictive relevance (Chin, 1998).

5. Discussion and conclusions

The primary goal of this study was to develop and explore a con-
ceptual framework for explaining the relationships between destination
brand authenticity, destination brand self-congruence, destination
brand engagement, revisit intention, and recommendation intention.
The results indicate that destination brand authenticity and destination
brand self-congruence are key drivers of destination brand engagement,
revisit intention, and recommendation intention. The findings suggest
that destination brand engagement plays a complete mediating role on
the relationship between destination brand authenticity and revisit in-
tention, as well as the relationship between brand destination self-
congruence and recommendation intention. Destination brand en-
gagement partially mediates the relationship between destination
brand authenticity and recommendation intention as well as the re-
lationship between destination brand self-congruence and revisit in-
tention. Further discussion of the results has yielded several interesting
insights.

First, destination brand authenticity positively affects destination
brand engagement, recommendation intention, and revisit intention. As
a destination-led driver, it is mainly constructed by a destination.
Currently, consumers pay more attention to authenticity (Gilmore &
Pine, 2007). Related research has indicated that brand authenticity
positively affects brand–customer relationships (Eggers, O'Dwyer,
Kraus, Vallaster, & Güldenberg, 2013; Manthiou et al., 2018; Morhart
et al., 2015). When a destination brand is perceived as highly authentic,
consumer cognition and emotion become positive (Schallehn et al.,
2014), and brand loyalty is easier to establish. Thus, destination brand
engagement, tourist revisit intention, and recommendation intention
are improved.

Second, destination brand self-congruence positively affects desti-
nation brand engagement, revisit intention, and recommendation in-
tention. As a tourist-centered driver, it mainly originates from tourists.
When destination brand self-congruence is high, tourists recognize the
brand to be similar to themselves. Therefore, the relationship between
the destination brand and tourists is enhanced, and positive emotions
and behaviors increase. Consequently, brand self-congruence positively
affects destination brand engagement, revisit intention, and re-
commendation intention.

Third, destination brand engagement positively influences revisit
intention and recommendation intention. In marketing, customer en-
gagement is crucial for loyalty (Bowden, 2009). Customers with high
engagement will give high evaluations (Hollebeek et al., 2014). In the
tourism industry, So et al. (2016) determined that tourist engagement
positively influences brand loyalty. For example, tourists with high
destination brand engagement tend to forgive and to help improve the
quality of the tourist experience when a destination makes a mistake.
Thus, destination brand engagement is indispensable for destination
branding.

Fourth, destination brand engagement has a mediating effect on the

Table 8
Results of mediating effect analysis.

Indirect Effect Path Indirect Effect value Bootstrap 5000 times

SE t

DBA→DBE→REV 0.332 0.0331 10.030
DBA→DBE→REC 0.353 0.0356 9.916
DBSC→DBE→REV 0.134 0.0256 5.234
DBSC→DBE→REC 0.143 0.0283 5.053

Note: DBA = destination brand authenticity; DBE = destination brand en-
gagement.
DBSC = destination brand self-congruence; REV = revisit intention;
REC = recommendation intention.
***p < 0.001.
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relationship between destination brand authenticity, brand self-con-
gruence, revisit intention, and recommendation intention. However,
the mediation effects vary. Brand engagement completely mediates the
relationship between destination brand authenticity and revisit inten-
tion and the relationship between brand self-congruence and re-
commendation intention, but it partially mediates the relationship be-
tween destination brand authenticity and recommendation intention
and the relationship between destination brand self-congruence and
revisit intention. The findings of this study are that destination brand
authenticity has a direct effect on recommendation intention and an
indirect effect on revisit intention and that destination brand self-con-
gruence has a direct effect on revisit intention and an indirect effect on
recommendation intention. Previous studies have indicated that tour-
ists may recommend a destination to others but will not revisit it be-
cause it lacks of novelty (Eusébio & Vieira, 2013). Authenticity is an
essential resource for the tourism industry (MacCannell, 1973). As a
destination-led factor, destination brand authenticity reflects the char-
acteristics and the popularity of a destination. Thus, a tourist will re-
commend a brand to others if it has high brand authenticity. But the
novelty of revisiting a destination is always low. A tourist will not re-
visit it unless destination brand engagement is perceived. Similarly,
destination brand self-congruence is a tourist-centered factor. High
destination brand self-congruence illustrates that a destination image is
similar to a tourist's image, but certainly not always suitable for others.
Hence, a tourist will not recommend it to others unless the tourist has
high destination brand engagement.

5.1. Implications for theory

First, the current study is among the first to explore the influences of
destination brand authenticity and destination brand self-congruence
on destination brand engagement and tourist loyalty. Furthermore,
following the example of Gabe et al. (2006), tourist loyalty was divided
into revisit intention and recommendation intention and identified the
different effects of destination brand authenticity and destination brand
self-congruence on them. Research on destination authenticity
(Newman & Dhar, 2014; Yi et al., 2017) and brand engagement (So
et al., 2016) in the tourism industry is lacking (So et al., 2014). France
et al. (2016) called for an exploration of the antecedents of brand en-
gagement using a multifaceted model. Thus, in the current research,
destination brand authenticity, which is a key destination-led driver,
and destination brand self-congruence, which is a tourist-centered
driver, were considered the antecedents of destination brand engage-
ment. The results demonstrate that destination brand authenticity and
destination brand self-congruence are antecedents of tourist loyalty and
that destination brand engagement plays a mediating role in these re-
lationships. In addition, destination brand authenticity directly affects
recommendation intention, and destination brand self-congruence di-
rectly affects revisit intention. The current study extends the knowledge
of destination brand engagement and tourist loyalty.

Second, the current study empirically verified that destination
brand authenticity positively influences destination brand engagement,
revisit intention, and recommendation intention. Brand authenticity
research is still in its infancy, and the concept still requires exploration
(Bruhn et al., 2012; Schallehn et al., 2014). Existing studies have ex-
plored the effect of brand authenticity on the brand–customer re-
lationship, focusing on brand trust (Eggers et al., 2013; Schallehn et al.,
2014), brand attachment (Morhart et al., 2015), and brand love
(Manthiou et al., 2018), but the effect of brand engagement has been
neglected. Manthiou et al. (2018) pointed out that an authentic ex-
perience is a significant driver of customer engagement. Although the
importance of authenticity is recognized in the tourism industry, brand
authenticity research is rare in the destination context. The current
study verified that destination brand authenticity positively influences
destination brand engagement, revisit intention, and recommendation
intention. Moreover, destination brand authenticity was found to

positively affect recommendation intention directly and revisit inten-
tion indirectly. Furthermore, this study underscored how destination
brand authenticity and brand engagement are second-order constructs
of a reflective–reflective type and demonstrated the reliability and va-
lidity of the two constructs.

Third, the present study demonstrated the mediating role of desti-
nation brand engagement with respect to destination brand authenti-
city, destination brand self-congruence, and destination loyalty.
Previous studies have indicated that the authenticity of experience (Fu,
2019; Kolar & Zabkar, 2010) and self-congruence (Usakli & Baloglu,
2011; Zhang et al., 2014) are primary predictors of loyalty, but those
studies had neglected the mediating role of destination brand engage-
ment. This study explored the inner mechanism of the relationship
between destination brand authenticity, destination brand self-con-
gruence, and tourist loyalty and discerned the various mediating effects
on revisit intention and recommendation intention. Although research
has explored destination loyalty through revisit intention and re-
commendation intention, few studies have recognized the differences
between them (Eusébio & Vieira, 2013). This study discovered that
destination brand engagement is a complete mediator linking destina-
tion brand authenticity with revisit intention, as well as linking desti-
nation brand self-congruence with recommendation intention, but is a
partial mediator linking destination brand authenticity with re-
commendation intention, as well as linking destination brand self-
congruence with revisit intention. The study indicates the importance
of destination brand engagement in tourist loyalty.

5.2. Implications for management

The research demonstrated the positive outcomes of destination
brand authenticity and destination brand self-congruence. To improve
tourist loyalty, destination practitioners need to employ destination
brand authenticity and destination brand self-congruence strategies
using an integrated approach. Because destination brand authenticity
directly affects recommendation intention and destination brand self-
congruence directly affects revisit intention, destination managers must
consider the different roles of destination brand authenticity and des-
tination self-congruence with respect to recommendation intention and
revisit intention. If the focal task of a destination is to boost WOM,
managers should pay more attention to destination brand authenticity.
For example, it would be useful to devote more resources to original
tourism objects, fulfilling promises, being responsible, and helping
tourists to express themselves. In practical terms, managers should re-
cognize that the authenticity of an attraction is just part of the brand
authenticity strategy. In addition to attractions, service quality, ad-
vertising, price, and communication should be included for an in-
tegrated perspective. If the focal task of a destination is to improve the
revisit rate, managers should pay more attention to destination brand
self-congruence and work to capitalize on it. For example, under-
standing a tourist's preferences and constructing a destination image
consistent with the tourist's self-concept would be useful.

This study found that brand engagement plays a central role linking
destination brand authenticity, destination brand self-congruence, and
tourist loyalty. Moreover, it has a complete mediating role on the re-
lationship between destination brand authenticity and revisit intention
and on the relationship between destination brand self-congruence and
recommendation intention but a partial mediating role in the associa-
tion between destination brand authenticity and recommendation in-
tention and between destination brand self-congruence and revisit in-
tention. DMOs must consider the importance of brand engagement. For
example, managers can use social networks, such as a brand commu-
nity, to engage tourists, enabling them to transcend the confines of time
and space. This not only can expand the effect of WOM but also prompts
tourists to come again. Therefore, it is worth noting the mediating role
of destination brand engagement between destination brand authenti-
city, destination brand self-congruence, and tourist loyalty.
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5.3. Limitations

The present study has several limitations. First, the participants
were Chinese tourists who visited a tourism destination within the past
12 months. Because the length of time between visiting the destination
and participating in the survey may have influenced the respondents’
capability to recall their tourism experience, future researchers are
advised to shorten the length between visit and survey to assess the
robustness of conclusions. They may also replicate the model used here
to test whether the results are different in other countries, especially
Western countries, to enhance universality. Second, this study ex-
amined the effect of destination brand authenticity, destination brand
self-congruence, and destination brand engagement on tourist loyalty.
Loyalty was measured using revisit intention and recommendation in-
tention. To simplify the model, the possible relationship between re-
commendation intention and revisit intention was not considered.
Future researchers are advised to delve deeper into such possible re-
lationships. Third, this study measured destination brand self-con-
gruence through the actual perspective. Future research could test other
dimensions of brand self-congruence, such as ideal self-congruence
(Sirgy, 1982). Finally, this study explored the mediating role of desti-
nation brand engagement on the relationships between destination
brand authenticity, destination brand self-congruence, and tourist loy-
alty, but there may be other mediating variables or moderating vari-
ables that are influential, such as the mediation of brand love or the
moderation of brand familiarity and length of stay. Future research
could examine these constructs as mediators or moderators.
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