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Abstract: Online sources of information are a matter of special interest in tourism research. In
particular, they are key elements in the formation of destination image. The purpose of this paper
is to examine the relationship between online sources of information and destination image and to
analyze the mediating role of motivation to co-create in that relationship. A research model was
developed, and hypotheses were tested on data collected from 394 usable responses about the World
Heritage city of Cuenca (Spain). The results show that online commercial sources have a direct
positive impact on the conative, affective and cognitive dimensions of the tourist image, in this order.
Additionally, this study supports the view that motivation to co-create mediates the relationship
between online information sources and destination image. Finally, motivation to co-create was also
found to have a positive and direct impact, in this order, on conative, cognitive and affective image.
The main value of our research is that it underlines the essential influence of motivation to co-create in
the relationship between online information sources and destination image. This study also provides
a critical review of the existing literature by positing a conceptual theoretical framework that links
three types of online sources of information (social media sources, online commercial sources and
online non-commercial sources) and destination image.

Keywords: online commercial sources; social media; information sources; motivation to co-create;
destination image; PLS-SEM

1. Introduction

Tourists have traditionally relied on travel agencies, tour operators, brochures, travel
guides, friends and family when planning a trip [1,2]. However, the proliferation and
the development of online sources of information has drastically changed this paradigm.
In addition to providing consumers with access to book and purchase a wide range of
tourism products and services [3], online information sources have significantly trans-
formed the way consumers gather information, make decisions and give their opinions
about purchases [4,5].

In the tourism industry, this means that many tourists use online information sources
to carry out activities such as choosing a destination or booking a table in a restaurant or a
hotel room [6,7]. Moreover, the expansion of these online environments has allowed nearly
anyone to publish information about a destination, and for travelers to check and share
this information in real time. As a result, people’s decisions to visit and recommend a place
are increasingly shaped by comments, ideas, photographs and videos that others upload to
these sources [8].
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In order to leverage these developments, companies use online information sources
to develop direct relationships with travelers in the different phases of their journey. This
process—known as value co-creation or the co-creation experience [9,10]—is a matter of
special interest in the literature [11-13] and for the broader tourism sector. Specifically,
co-creation has been posited as a necessary condition for competitiveness, due to the
significant changes in tourism behavior [14] and a paradigm shift in how the tourism
industry creates and offers experiences [15]. As a result of the use of these sources, the
way a destination image is created has now changed, requiring a reinterpretation of who
participates in the image-formation process, and how [16]. Thus, although Destination
Marketing Organizations (DMOs) still play a significant role in the image process, this
work is shared by other agents, including tourists. As a result of this sharing process, the
image of a destination is now co-created [16].

Despite the growing number of articles about destination marketing [17], few have
analyzed value co-creation in the tourism sector and its implications for companies [16-18].
On the one hand, many studies have analyzed the impact of the Internet and the main-
stream media on destination image [2,19], and, on the other hand, the academic literature
also recognizes online information sources as an important tool for enacting co-creation
activities [20-24]. There is less research, however, on how co-creation generates value
in the tourist experience [16] and the mechanisms underlying the relationship between
online information sources and destination image. In this sense, few studies have analyzed
how and why tourists engage in co-creation activities by using different types of online
sources of information [25], while others have shown that the images perceived by tourists
do not usually coincide with the images projected by providers and DMOs [26]. Few
are the studies that treat online information sources as useful platforms for companies to
strengthen the participation of users in the construction of the image [27]. Furthermore, it is
crucial to know which sources are more important for individuals when making decisions
about their travel plans [26].

Therefore, in order to cover this research gap, this article proposes to broaden the
relationship between online information sources and destination image by incorporating
the motivation to co-create as a mediating variable in the relationship that has not been
examined in prior research. Examining why consumers engage in co-creation activities can
guide companies to develop effective communication strategies with consumers in a way
that creates superior value for themselves and for the company or destination itself [28].
Specifically, the study of motivation to co-create lacks sufficient understanding in the
context of the destination image. Companies and promoters in charge of promoting a
tourist destination typically use images that are not consistent with reality and provide
little information about the destination [29]. In this sense, motivating consumers to share
their experiences and perceptions about the destination can lead to a clearer and more
coherent image being transmitted to other users, encouraging other travelers to visit the
place. Most researchers have thus far been more concerned with understanding the effect of
destination image on tourist behavior than with determining what influences the image [30].
Motivation is considered a key concept to understand consumer behavior in tourism and
in the process of choosing a destination [31], and, in turn, the image of the destination is
strongly related to motivation [32].

These main aims of this study were as follows: (1) We aimed to identify the influence of
online information sources on destination image. We established a theoretical classification
of online information sources (into social media sources, online commercial sources and
online non-commercial sources) and considered three dimensions of destination image
(cognitive, affective and conative). Online information sources refer to how important the
source is for the individual to search for tourist information, and thus we intended to better
understand “which” source has the strongest impact on destination image. (2) We aimed to
determine the mediating role of motivation to co-create in the relationship between online
information sources and destination image. Thus, the greater the importance of the source
for the individual, the more motivated he/she will be to co-create. (3) We aimed to study
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the relationship between online information sources and motivation to co-create. Lastly, (4)
we aimed to examine the effect of motivation to co-create on destination image.

This paper is organized as follows. Firstly, the conceptual framework of this paper,
including the hypotheses proposed, is presented. Secondly, the article describes the research
design and methodologies. Thirdly, based on the data collected in a survey about the
Spanish World Heritage City of Cuenca, this paper presents the results of our analysis.
We then discuss the main findings and conclusions. Finally, the article highlights research
directions, limitations of the study and the most significant managerial and research
implications of the results.

2. Conceptual Framework
2.1. Destination Image

Due to the dynamic and competitive environment of the tourism industry [33], destina-
tions must create and promote a brand image that allows them to improve their positioning
and emphasize their uniqueness [34]. The destination-image concept is framed within the
destination branding strategy, considered a fundamental factor in the selection of a tourist
destination [35]. At present, due to the current dynamic and competitive environment of
the tourism industry, the image constitutes a key management tool [33], as it impacts the
decision-making of tourists, the preferences for a destination and the level of satisfaction
and future intention of behavior [36]. In other words, tourists who have a favorable image
of a destination are more likely to visit or recommend it to others [37].

Since the term “destination image” was coined by Reference [38], it has been widely
defined and studied by numerous researchers in the academic literature. However, to
clarify its meaning, it should be differentiated from another of the key components that
make up the destination brand, such as the identity of the destination, since both concepts
have been widely debated in the academic literature in terms of their differences and
similarities [39]. Thus, while destination identity refers to an infinite variety of tangible
and intangible elements that characterize the place and make it characteristic or unique;
destination image refers to the mental representation that an individual has about the
knowledge (beliefs), feelings and global impression of a destination [40], that is, what
tourists perceive and internalize [41].

According to Reference [42], identity refers to the essence of the place, what makes
it possible to distinguish the destination from other similar destinations, while the image
is the perception that individuals have of that place [43], or as Urry calls it, “the tourist
gaze” [44]. Likewise, although the elements of the identity of the destination are conceived
from the supply side and involve business owners, DMOs and tourism managers [44], the
image is analyzed from the perspective of consumers or tourists [45,46]. In this way, the
elements and values that make up identity are transmitted through the image [47], so that
an easily recognizable identity can reflect an image of a superior place [48].

In recent years, the image that tourists perceive of a place has radically changed due
to the proliferation of online information sources [49]. Destination image is considered
a multidimensional phenomenon [50], and thanks to the use of these tools, anyone can
publish information about the destination that other users can consult, actively influencing
the creation of the image based on their personal experiences and visual and textual
contributions [8]. Their influence is so great that online information sources are considered
agents of destination-image formation [49-51].

2.2. Online Information Sources as Formation Agents of the Destination Image

Online information sources are currently considered one of the best opportunities for
destinations to become known, as they connect destinations directly with visitors and are
one of the main sources of information for tourists [52]. Before traveling, tourists learn a
lot about their destination by using a wide range of online platforms. Thus, it is crucial for
destinations to identify what type of source is more important for users to develop effective
tourism marketing strategies [53].
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Every day, millions of photographs, comments and videos are uploaded to different
online sources, being an expression and image of each individual [54]. They allow tourists
to interact with the destination and also perceive a certain image of it before their visit. The
relationship between online information sources and destination image has been examined
in recent studies [16,55]. Due to the proliferation and development of online information
sources, the Internet is home to a wealth of information, and so consumers are now more
active in the search for tourist content. As a result, more than receiving information,
consumers use online sources as a “supplier of information” ([51], p. 77). Consequently,
image has become more complex than ever and is becoming more unmanageable [51].

Before the arrival of these platforms, consumers received tourist information only
through marketing campaigns carried out by companies and public and private organi-
zations, which tried to convey a positive image of the destination. The information was
therefore unidirectional, from the company to the consumer [51]. The development of
online sources of information has changed this paradigm in such a way that the credibility
of these agents faces a key challenge, since the direction of the information has changed
significantly [51], becoming multidirectional and interactive ([56], p. 16).

Currently, one of the main ways of evaluating the image of a destination is through the
way in which tourists represent the destination on social networks [57] through published
images [58], videos or recommendations, among others [57]. This trend can have important
effects on the perceptions or emotions of users towards destinations in their cognitive,
affective or behavioral dimensions [27]. While the cognitive image refers to the beliefs and
knowledge that a tourist holds about the physical and abstract attributes of a destination,
the affective image refers to the emotions or sense of attachment that the tourist feels
towards a place [40]. Finally, the conative image reflects the behavioral intention to visit a
place [59,60]; in other words, the conative is the action component that determines whether
a trip is to be made [61].

Thus, users can have an anticipated cognitive image of what they expect to see or
do in a certain destination through the information they have collected on the different
online platforms [62], for example, how to get to the restaurant according to the location
information shown in the social media profile [63]. The user can also create an affective
image of the destination by receiving information from the comments, images and reviews
of other travelers about the destination (excellent, WOW, amazing and impressive) [64].
Finally, and based on their cognitive and affective perception, the user takes the action
of visiting the destination or not and making positive comments (e-WOM) (conative
image), [63] for example, “A destination worth seeing, I will definitely return” [64].

In the field of tourism, many studies have examined how online information sources
influence destination image [2,19,63,65-67]. However, most of these studies focus on the
post-visit image and also consider online information sources as a single construct [68]
or individually (TripAdvisor [64], blogs [69], Facebook [70], Twitter [16] and destination
webpage) [41]. Consequently, previous researchers have underlined the need to analyze
additional sources in the online environment in order to measure the amount of information
used to plan a trip, such as social networks and consumer-generated content [53]. The
topic of the image-formation process in online information sources has been the subject of
little study, especially empirical research [63].

In this line, and according to Reference [21], there is no formal classification of the
different online sources of information. In general, most research has focused more on
how these sources affect the travel planning process [71] and less on its role in creating
the destination’s image. In the present paper, and based on the previous literature, we
consider three categories of online sources of information: (1) social media sources (SMS),
(2) online commercial sources (OCS) and (3) online non-commercial sources (ONCS). This
classification, which is detailed below, is an important contribution to the literature of
tourism marketing and opens a new avenue of research in this field. In this sense, it is
necessary to indicate that a person may use only one type of online information source,
or more than one. The greater the importance of the source for the individual, the more



J. Theor. Appl. Electron. Commer. Res. 2021, 16 2055

motivated the individual will be to co-create. Therefore, the influence on the perceived
image of the destination will also be different.

First, we aligned social media sources with generic social networks and tourism
blogs. Traditionally, friends, family and trusted others (word-of-mouth) [72,73] serve as
key agents in the formation of images [74]. The major difference is that this word-of-mouth
is now electronic (hereafter referred to as eWOM), even though both essentially involve the
exchange of information among consumers [75]. User-generated content, both before and
after the trip, is an important source of information as it allows us to observe how tourists
have perceived the destination and how they have lived their experience [41]. In addition,
and before traveling, user-generated content can influence the decision-making process if
it is perceived to be credible, which, in turn, depends on the user’s previous knowledge,
previous traveling experience and the type of platform [16]. Blogs and social networks
allow consumers to interact with other users, resolve doubts, and share ideas, opinions
and new content.

Second, we aligned online commercial sources with the official website of the city and
province, reservation websites with user ratings and tourist providers” websites. Similar to
conventional commercial sources (i.e., brochures, advertisements and travel posters) [65],
these resources have a singular objective: promoting the destination and its image [76]
to a specific audience. Thus, the images that derive from these media are primarily the
“by-product” of marketing agencies, not a consequence of consumers themselves [73].

Third, we aligned online non-commercial sources with maps, and pictures and media
websites. Similar to traditional non-commercial sources of information (e.g., travel guides,
reports, documentaries, etc.) [8], the goal of these media is to foster general knowledge
about the destination [77], and they usually adjust better to the real preferences of the
tourist [26]. Importantly, these media are not directly controlled by the destination’s
authorities: they could contribute to these sites themselves, but they largely have no
control over what appears in the news or how regular users interpret content about a
destination [59].

Given the above, we hypothesized a positive relationship between the importance
of the platform for the individual as a tourist information source and the destination
image. More specifically, we developed three hypotheses—one for each category of online
information source:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). The importance of social media sources (SMSs) for the individual positively
and significantly influences destination image.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). The importance of online commercial sources (OCSs) for the individual
positively and significantly influences destination image.

Hypothesis 3 (H3). The importance of online non-commercial sources (ONCSs) for the individual
positively and significantly influences destination image.

2.3. The Mediating Role of Motivation to Co-Create

The development of online information sources has generated an open line of commu-
nication between companies and consumers, both of whom can make positive contributions
to new products and services. In general, consumers tend to feel comfortable with online
sources, thus accepting companies that occupy the same digital space—although some
consumers relate more easily to online companies than others [67]. In general, online
information sources constitute interactive environments for businesses and consumers to
generate content and co-create value. In addition, they provide more dynamic connections
and more meaningful relationships between both actors [22].

Some studies in the relevant literature have observed how co-creation affects a com-
pany’s image. For example, Reference [78] suggested that the image of the company is
related to consumer value and affects its results. Ref. [79] examined brand co-creation as
the process in which different stakeholders co-create the identity and brand image of a
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company, both directly and indirectly, through cooperation, communication and interaction
between the different actors in the network. Ref. [80] found that brand image is projected
and developed by users through social networks and has greater credibility than the image
promoted by creative companies. In addition, the study by Reference [24] proposed a
conceptual framework between co-creation, brand image and performance in the market.

Despite these previous works, it seems that research on the co-creation of a tourist
destination’s image is a relatively neglected area in the tourism literature [81]. As discussed,
online information sources are important mechanisms that can influence the image of the
destination. However, the previous literature does not specify whether this relationship is
direct or can be mediated or moderated by one or more other factors, with researchers pay-
ing little attention to the study of possible factors that may currently act as intermediaries
in the relationship between online information sources and the image of the destination.

There are, however, some interesting studies in this research line. For example,
Reference [82] took Portugal as a reference to analyze the destination image projected on
social networks through the comments and the information that tourists share as co-creators
of opinion. Ref. [80] investigated the effects of co-creation on the image that Fuerteventura
projects on Twitter. Ref. [63] analyzed the effect of the quality of the information of a social
network on a tourist destination, while Reference [50] analyzed how perceived interactivity
on the destination’s webpage influences the user’s intention to interact with the webpage
and other consumers.

Reference [40] showed that, in addition to other stimulating factors, the image of the
destination is formed by the characteristics of the tourists themselves and personal factors,
such as motivation. In the tourism industry, authors have suggested how consumers
interact with travel companies on different online platforms for a variety of reasons [8,83],
such as seeking information to inspire their trip, or gathering useful information and
insights for future travel. In addition, Reference [83] highlighted how recognition and
consumers’ rewards, while not among the main motivations for consumer co-creation,
also constitute other ways in which tourists seek to participate in co-creation processes. In
fact, certain initiatives, such as status within the company or rewards for reviews, were
perceived as motivation to co-create. Considering that the relevant literature has detected
a significant influence of co-creation on destination image, it might also be expected that
tourists” motivation to participate in co-creation activities on online information sources
exert a positive and significant influence on destination image. Hence, in line with the
theoretical grounding, Hypothesis 4 proposes that the motivation to co-create the tourism
experience influences the cognitive, affective and conative image:

Hypothesis 4 (H4). Motivation to co-create the tourist experience positively and significantly
influences destination image.

Several authors point out that more research is needed on the relationship between
online information sources and co-creation [22,84,85]. There have also been an increasing
number of calls for further research on the significance of online platforms in the configu-
ration of image [82]. Online sources of information are considered an important agent of
image formation and, at the same time, a key platform for tourism co-creation. This paper
considers co-creation as a tool that encourages tourists and users to share comments, ideas,
videos and photographs on different information platforms. Furthermore, the present
study considers that this co-created content influences the online image projected by a
particular destination, which will influence the decision of other users to visit and recom-
mend the place. Specifically, this research aims to measure the motivation for co-creation,
that is, what motives lead users to participate in creative co-creation tasks, sharing their
opinions on the destination online. Companies may not create a co-creation experience that
really motivates the participants to collaborate in the co-creation process, and therefore
they run the risk of causing little interest in the innovation process [10]. Hence, knowing
and identifying the motivational factors is crucial to maximize the attractiveness of the
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activity in the innovative users [86] and, consequently, contribute effectively to the creation
and projection of the destination image of online form.

Due to the high degree of interrelation between motivation to co-create and destination
image, it is assumed that the motivation to co-create in tourism will have a mediating
effect between online information sources and the destination image. Thus, we posit the
following:

Hypothesis 5 (H5). The effect of SMS on destination image is positively mediated by the motivation
to co-create the tourism experience.

Hypothesis 6 (H6). The effect of OCS on destination image is positively mediated by the motivation
to co-create the tourism experience.

Hypothesis 7 (H7). The effect of ONCS on destination image is positively mediated by the
motivation to co-create the tourism experience.

Figure 1, below, shows our proposed conceptual model.

Social media

sources

Motivation

Destination

to co-create image

Online

commercial

sources

Online

non-commercial

sources

Figure 1. Proposed research model.

3. Methods
3.1. Sample and Procedure
We developed an online questionnaire to test our proposed hypotheses. Data collection

was conducted between 26 June and 31 July 2019. We sought out respondents of at least 18
years of age who used online information sources to find tourist information about the city
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of Cuenca. This destination is a small city of around 55,000 inhabitants located in inland
Spain, in the northeast of the Castilla-La Mancha region.

Several reasons led us to choose Cuenca as a tourist destination for this study. First, it
has a rich cultural, natural and historical heritage that led to its designation as a UNESCO
World Heritage Site in 1996. Although the province of Cuenca is very large, only the
city itself is considered a World Heritage site. As the UNESCO Committee indicated,
“Cuenca is considered an example of the medieval fortress town that has preserved its
original townscape remarkably intact” (https://whc.unesco.org/, accessed on 15 June
2021). Having this international recognition represents an important boost for Cuenca in
terms of tourism, which, however, must be seized and further enhanced to project an image
of a differentiated tourist destination of authenticity and uniqueness.

Second, tourism is one of the most important industries for Cuenca, meaning that any
knowledge on how to enhance its destination image is especially important. This industry
accounts for around 16% of employment in the city, with more than 2200 businesses
(e.g., hoteliers, transport and tourist guides, etc.) dedicated to this sector [87], overall
representing the non-negligible rate of 12% of the total employment in this city. Third, the
city has a lower volume of tourists than other Spanish World Heritage Cities of similar
characteristics, such as Caceres, Mérida, Ubeda, or Baeza. In fact, Cuenca is far from being
considered a large tourist center since the number of annual visitors is less than 300,000
and hotel occupancies are less than 55%. Likewise, and although the hotel offer is high in
relation to the number of its inhabitants, the proportion of foreign tourists is less than 20%,
according to the latest report from the GCPHE Tourism Observatory by Braintrust.

Last, but not least, it should be mentioned that Cuenca is close to two large urban
centers in Spain, namely Madrid and Valencia, and is part of an important land transport
network (both by road and by train). For this reason, the city receives a large number of
visitors but not tourists, since the average stay is a single overnight one [88]. This may
result in their image of the city not being solid and may be changed through more visits,
opinions from friends and family, or the influence of the media.

Thus, analyzing how online information platforms can help the image the city of
Cuenca projects to tourists is of relevance, as it may allow us to know the aspects and
attributes of the city that may most attract visitors and that can help increase its tourist
significance as a heritage destination of reference. Overall, the city of Cuenca offers a good
tourist destination to analyze the relationships proposed in this study.

We first pilot tested our survey by distributing it to web professionals, academics,
members of Cuenca’s tourism office and marketing research students. Based on their feed-
back, we modified the wording of some items and then confirmed the survey’s adequacy
with a group of three scholars who are experts in the fields of marketing and social media.
After finalizing the survey, we made it accessible via several Internet avenues. First, via di-
verse online platforms (Facebook, Instagram, Twitter and WhatsApp), the choice of which
was motivated by the differences between platforms in terms of use and co-creation behav-
iors reported in the literature [89]; second, via official Websites (http://www.cuenca.es,
accessed on 15 June 2021); and third, via non-official Websites (the main unofficial tourist
blog of the city, http:/ /www.estoescuenca.com, accessed on 15 June 2021).

By the end of a five-week promotion period, we had received 640 questionnaires.
After discarding some incomplete and incoherent questionnaires, we were left with 394
usable surveys. Because the study was cross-sectional and relied on self-reported mea-
sures, the results could have been affected by common method variance (CMV), evaluation
apprehension and social desirability [90]. To mitigate these problems, we followed the rec-
ommendations of References [90,91] when designing the questionnaire. Before participants
could answer the questions, the survey explicitly noted that honesty and frankness were
strongly appreciated, and that individual and corporate anonymity would be guaranteed.
Furthermore, in order to specifically limit CMV [91], the questionnaire (a) made predictors
and criterion variables appear unrelated and part of different topic areas; (b) included
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various contextual variables to serve as distractors; and (c) included simple, specific and
concise items that arose from the pilot test.

To test for non-response bias, we assumed that late respondents are more similar
to non-respondents than to early ones [92]. Accordingly, we compared the first and last
quartiles of submissions by conducting independent sample t-tests for all of the study
variables. No significant differences appeared, so non-response bias does not appear to
be a major problem in this study. In terms of demographics (see Table 1), the age of our
respondents ranged from 18 to 70 years, although the sample was skewed relatively young:
61.77% of them were between 25 and 44. Meanwhile, around 75% of our sample had a
university degree, and about 50% were working either in the private or the public industry.
Finally, in terms of the place of residence of the tourists who responded to the questionnaire,
98% of tourists were from different parts of Spain (with only 2% from other countries).
In the sample, there were also residents of diverse locations in the province of Cuenca
(189 tourists, 48%), which is a large province (with an extension of 17,141 km? and more
than 238 population centers). Including tourists from different locations in the province of
Cuenca does not alter the results obtained, as they were not from the World Heritage Site
of Cuenca but from different towns or cities within the province of Cuenca. Furthermore,
we conducted a t-test to compare the mean values of two independent groups (tourists
from the province of Cuenca (n= 189) versus tourists from other locations (n = 205)) in the
responses provided, regarding the cognitive, affective and conative images of the city of
Cuenca. The results of this test revealed no significant differences between the means of
the two groups for any of the image variables under study (cognitive image, F = 0.057,
p = 0.404, not significant; affective image, F = 1.100, p= 0.392, not significant; conative
image, F = 9.523, p = 0.150, not significant), thus indicating that having 189 respondents
from different geographical points of the province of Cuenca province does not represent a
bias in our findings.

Table 1. Respondent profiles.

Frequency Percentage

<24 63 16.0
Age 25-44 243 61.7
45-64 86 21.8

65+ 2 0.5

Male 259 34.3
Gender Female 135 65.7
Primary studies 12 3.0

. Secondary studies 84 21.3
Level of Education University}:education 209 53.0

Post-grade (master’s degree,

doctoral degree) 8 226
Self-employed 49 124

Employed full-time 197 50

Employed part-time 25 6.3

Student 55 14

Occupation Student and self-employed 9 2.3
Student and employed 24 6.1

Housework 9 2.3

Unemployed 21 53

Retired 5 1.3
Young people 90 22.8

Young couple 102 25.9
Couple with children 119 30.2

Family life cycle Older couple 43 10.9
Grandparents 1 0.3

Group of friends 35 8.9

Other 4 1
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Table 1. Cont.

Frequency Percentage
From 0 to 15,000 € 116 294
From 15,001 to 25,000 € 127 322
Gross family income From 25,001 to 40,000 € 99 25.1
From 40,001 to 60,000 € 35 8.9
More than 60,000 € 17 43
Cuenca 189 48.0
Residence N Outside Spaln 5 1.3
nother province of 87 m1
Castilla-La Mancha ’
Another province of Spain 113 28.7

3.2. Measures

Following previous recommendations on how to treat latent variables in PLS [93], this
study included formative and reflective first-order constructs, together with a second-order
construct (motivation to co-create). The information sources were considered formative
measurement constructs (arrows from the indicator variables to the latent variable), such
that the indicator variables cause the measurement of the latent variable. The rest of the
constructs (motivation to co-create and destination images) were reflective (i.e., linear
combinations of the indicators based on correlation weights where arrows point from the
construct to its indicators).

In order to measure the importance of online sources of information, we used a
5-point Likert scale similar to the one used by Reference [8]. Moreover, in line with
Reference [8], we distinguished online sources of information according to three categories:
social media sources (generic social networks and tourism blogs), online commercial
sources (official website of the city and province, reservation websites with user ratings
and tourism providers” websites) and online non-commercial sources (maps, pictures and
media websites).

To measure the motivation to co-create variable, we adapted items suggested by
Reference [10] based on Reference [94] and had respondents assess them on a 5-point
Likert scale. These authors consider co-creation a creative activity in which the consumer
actively produces a result. This creativity encompasses a wide range of activities, involving
competence, autonomy and enjoyment.

In order to measure the three components of destination image, we analyzed the
different attributes of each, using either a Likert scale or a differential semantic scale.
First, the cognitive image analyzes different elements of the destination according to their
quality, based on the work by References [95,96]. The cognitive image of the city of Cuenca
was measured with a total of 20 indicators. Second, we adopted an 11-item semantic
differential scale [97] to measure the affective image, in line with previous studies by
References [2,8,40,72,98]. Lastly, we measured the conative image by using eight items that
have been successfully applied in previous studies [98].

3.3. Data Analysis

We used Smart PLS 3.2.8 [99] to test the hypotheses. This is a powerful, robust
structural equation modeling approach [100] with minimal requirements about how the
variables are distributed [93] and well suited to testing mediation hypotheses [101]. Follow-
ing [93], we used bootstrapping (5000 resamples) to generate standard errors and t-statistics
for the hypothesis testing.

4. Results
4.1. Measurement Model

Tables 2 and 3 show the reliability and validity for all the constructs. Specifically,
Table 2 reports the FIV, weights, t-test results, p-values and confidence intervals for the for-
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mative constructs, while Table 3 reports the individual, construct reliability and convergent
validity (average variance extracted, AVE) for the reflective constructs.

Table 2. Formative constructs and their respective items.

o .
Scheme 95. FIV Weights Student’s t-Test p-Value 95% Confidence

Interval
OnlineSourcel 1.093 0.410 * 1.759 0.039 0.008-0.745
(Generic social networks)
OnlineSource2 1.076 0.547 ** 3.341 0.000 0.298-0.820
(Tourism blogs)
o .
Online commercial sources FIV Weights Student’s t-test p-Value 95% Confidence
Interval
OnlineSource3 ot g
(Official website of the city and province) 1.043 0.502 7.341 0.000 0.588-0.919
OnlineSource4 ns
(Reservation websites with user ratings) 1131 0.540 0.951 0.171 —0.133-0.437
OnlineSource5 1.088 0.454 ** 3.187 0.001 0.214-0.679

(Tourist providers” websites)

95% Confidence

Online non-commercial sources FIV Weights Student’s t-test p-Value
Interval
OnlineSource6 1.064 0.592 *** 2.843 0.002 0.193-0.911
(Maps)
OnlineSource?7 .
(Pictures and media websites) 1.237 0.598 2.540 0.006 0.298-0.528
Notes: *** p< 0.001 (t(4999) = 310), ** p< 0.01: (f(4999) = 233), * p< 0.05 (f(4999) = 165), S = not Signiﬁcant.
Table 3. Reflective constructs and their corresponding items.
Construct Reliability AVE
Loadin Cronbach’s Dijkstra-Henseler’s =~ Composite
8 Alpha 0A Reliability
Cognitive image
Cogni5. Good reputation of the destination 0.698
Cogni6. Natural environment without pollution 0.748
Cogni7. Relaxed environment 0.806
Cogni8. Safe place to travel 0.777
Cogni9. Accessibility from accommodation 0.566
Cognil0. Family-oriented destination 0.753
Cognill. Good quality-price relationship 0.783 0.931 0.934 0.940 0.59
Cognil2. Satisfactory customer service 0.671 ’ ’ ) ’
Cognil3. Interesting activities 0.693
Cognilb. Interesting cultural attractions 0.706
Cognil6. Interesting historical monuments and 0.734
important events ’
Cognil7. Opportunities for cycling, climbing
0.670
and other sports
Cognil8. Good weather 0.592
Cognil9. Magnificent landscapes 0.753

Cogni20. Beautiful nature 0.755
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Table 3. Cont.

Construct Reliability AVE
Loading Cronbach’s Dijkstra-Henseler’s =~ Composite
Alpha oA Reliability
Affective image
Afectl. Nice 0.756
Afect2. Relaxing 0.668
Afect3. Pretty 0.748
Afect4. Exciting 0.695 0.878 0.878 0.904 0.514
Afect6. Awake 0.719
Afect8. Animated 0.749
Afect9. Friendly 0.749
Afectll. Interesting 0.788
Conative image
Conatl. It has always been a dream destination 0.817
to visit at some point in my life. ’
Conat?2. I think it is an appropriate 0.756
vacation option. ’ 0.924 0.926 0.938 0.656
Conat3. It helps enhance my knowledge about
certain subjects (for example, 0.675
history or geography).
Conat4. I have always considered it a personal 0.836
goal to have a vacation in the city. '
Conatb. It is a personal need of mine that has to 0.833
be fulfilled. ’
Conat6. I have always had a permanent desire 0.869
to visit it. '
Conat?. It has positive attributes that improve 0.821
my personality. '
Conat8. It makes me believe that my holidays 0.858

are the best reward or gift that I can give myself.

According to the findings on our formative online sources of information constructs
(Table 2), all items had significant weights to build the social media source construct (SMS).
Regarding the online commercial source construct (OCS), all items also showed significant
weights, with the only exception of OnlineSource5 (Reservation websites with user ratings).
However, the t-value was positive and close to 1, so we followed Reference [93] and decided
to keep this item. Finally, because all FIV values are below 3.3, we can affirm that our
formative constructs are free of multicollinearity problems, and thus they all help build
their corresponding formative constructs (SMS, OCS and ONCS).

With regard to findings on the measurement of our reflective variables, Table 3 in-
dicates that most of the individual items achieved good reliability, with item loadings
almost always exceeding the desired threshold of 0.707 [102]. Five items of cognitive image
(cognil, cogni2, cogni3, cogni4 and cognil4) and three items of affective image (afect5,
afect7 and afect10) showed very low values (below the minimum required threshold of
0.55 [103]. We ultimately decided to remove those items, following previous recommenda-
tions [93]. In terms of construct reliability, the Cronbach’s alphas and Dijkstra—Henseler’s
composite reliabilities (9A) [104] were above 0.70 (Table 3), as recommended [93]. All the
constructs also had convergent validity, as the AVE for each reflective variable was greater
than 0.50 (Table 3) [93]. Finally, Table 4, which captures the correlations across all our
research variables, shows that the heterotrait-monotrait (HTMT) values fell below the most
restrictive threshold of 0.85 and were significantly different from 1 [105], thus confirming
discriminant validity between each pair of variables. Discriminant validity was also met;
according to the Fornell-Larcker criterion [84], the square roots of AVE for each variable
were greater than the correlation of each variable with the others, as is required [93] (see
Table 4).
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Table 4. Descriptive statistics, correlation matrix and square roots of AVE for the reflective constructs.
Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1. Social media sources 3.18 095 — n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a
2. Online commercial 296 0.83 0.540 ** — n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a
sources
3. Online 303 098 0.352*  0.420* — n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a
non-commercial sources
4. Motivation to - - - 0.552 0.559 0.611
co-create 333 123 0226 0.292 0.181 0.82 [0.46,0.65] [0.44;0.65] [0.52;0.68]
. o o o - 0.840 0.679
5. Affective image 4.01 0.67  0.225 0.170 0.270 0.389 0.72 [0.79:0.89] [0.61,0.74]
0.677
ey . Py % EE3 *% *%
6. Cognitive image 418 0.63 0.165 0.150 0.243 0.406 0.607 0.77 [0.63:0.72]
7. Conative image 338 1.01 0.182* 0.123 * 0.272*  (0.435** 0.752 ** 0.624 ** 0.81

Notes: Values in bold on the di

agonal are square roots of AVE (variance shared between the constructs and their measures). Off-diagonal

elements below the diagonal are correlations between the constructs; ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05 (two-tailed test). Off-diagonal elements above the
diagonal are the heterotrait-monotrait ratios of correlations (HTMT), and their corresponding confidence intervals at the 95% significance

level. SD = standard deviation;

n.a., non-applicable.

Regarding the measurement of our second-order construct, “motivation to co-create”,
we followed recommendations by Reference [93] and built latent variable scores of first-
order constructs, such as “Autonomy”, “Competence” and “Enjoyment” (Table 5). These
items were adapted from References [10,94]. Ref. [94] considers that people involve them-
selves in creative activities because they seek experiences that give them feelings of compe-
tence, autonomy and enjoyment of the task, while Reference [10] shows that people with
an interest in participating in creative activities are looking for pleasant, autonomous and
competent co-creation experiences. More specifically, participants were asked about their
motives for participating in co-creation activities related to the destination. We measured
“autonomy” by using the item, “I am able to help improve the image of [Cuenca]”; “compe-
tence” was measured as “My participation in co-creation activities enhances my knowledge about
[Cuenca]”; and “enjoyment” was measured as “The experience is a lot of fun and I am having a
good time participating in co-creation activities”.

Table 5. Motivation to co-create. Measurement model.

c1ets Convergent
Construct Reliability Validity
Second-Order  First-Order . . Composite  Cronbach’s Dijkstra—
Construct Construct Weight  Loading Reliability Alpha Henseler’s gA AVE
Motivation t Competence  0.495 *** 0.922
otiva lot“ ©  Autonomy  0465**  0.909 0.852 0.746 0.856 0.666
co-create Enjoyment  0213**  0.569

Notes: AVE = average extracted variance.

Table 5 shows the weights, loadings, reliability and convergent validity (AVE) for the
construct. The first-order indicators that underlie the second-order construct achieved
adequate loading values (i.e., in excess of 0.55, although enjoyment has a low value). In
terms of reliability, they achieved adequate values for composite reliability, Cronbach’s
Alpha and the Dijkstra—Henseler ratio (tho_A). Lastly, this construct met the convergent
validity criterion, as the AVE exceeded the minimum 0.5 threshold.

4.2. Hypothesis Testing

Table 6 contains the findings related to our hypotheses. The results show that social
media sources did not relate to any component of the destination image, contrary to our
predictions, and thus H1 (H1a, H1b and Hlc) could not be accepted.
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Table 6. Hypothesis validation (H1-H4).

Hypothesis Original Sample Student’s t-Test p-Value Supported

Hla Social media sources - 0.033 0.371 0.355 No
Cognitive image

Hib Social media sources > 0.001 0.016 0.494 No
Affective image

Hic Social media sources > —0.068 1.120 0.131 No
Conative image

H2a Online commercial sources -> 0.147 ** 2416 0.008 Yes
Cognitive image

H2b Online commercial sources -> 0.156 ** 2.826 0.002 Yes
Affective image

H2c Online commercial sources -> 0.178 *** 3.478 0.000 Yes
Conative image

H3a Online non—colnTme.raal sources -> 0,010 0.116 0.454 No
Cognitive image

H3b Online non—corr}me?raal sources -> 0.068 0.951 0171 No
Affective image

H3c Online non—commgraal sources -> 0.047 0.943 0173 No
Conative image

Hia Motivation to co-create -> 0.450 *** 8.163 0.000 Yes
Cognitive image

H4b Motivation to co-create -> 0.427 7.832 0.000 Yes
Affective image

Hic Motivation to co-create -> 0.494 *+ 11.852 0.000 Yes

Conative image

Notes: *** p< 0.001 (t(4999) = 310), ** p< 0.01: (t(4999) == 233), * p< 0.05 (t(4999) = 165), * p< 0.10 (t(4999) = 1282)

With regard to H2, the results confirm that online commercial sources (H2a, H2b and
H2c) positively influence cognitive, affective and conative destination image. Therefore,
the participants’ perceived image of the destination improved when the information about
the destination came from sources such as official marketing campaigns. This result is
consistent with the findings of (i) Reference [72], who found that travel agency staff acted
as a commercial source with a positive influence on one of the cognitive image factors
considered; (ii) Reference [106], who observed how certain US tour operators were having
a major impact on the image of Russia as a US tourist destination, contributing to the
positioning of the US as a primarily historical and cultural destination; (iii) Reference [107],
who detected that commercial sources of information were having an impact on the
perceived image of Mauritius as a vacation destination; and Reference [108], who found
that commercial agents were one of the market forces that had dominated the process of
forming the image of Yanyu (East China), helping to communicate an image of freedom,
leisure and romance.

Regarding H3, the results also revealed that this hypothesis could not be accepted.
Thus, contrary to expectations, we did not find that online non-commercial sources influ-
enced the perceived image, so H3a, H3b and H3c could not be accepted.

Although neither H1 nor H3 could be accepted, the results obtained are consistent
to some extent with those obtained by previous research. For example, although Refer-
ence [72] detected a certain influence of social media sources and online non-commercial
sources information in the image (in particular, the cognitive image), this influence was
quite small, since it only significantly influenced some components of the cognitive image.

For H4, we found that motivation to co-create positively influenced destination image.
In particular, Table 6 and Figure 1 show that motivation to co-create positively influences
cognitive image (3 = 0.450, p < 0.001), affective image ( = 0.427, p < 0.001) and conative
image (3 = 0.494, p < 0.001). Thus, H4 (and therefore H4a, H4b and H4c) could be accepted.

In this regard, it is worth highlighting that the three categories of online information
sources showed a significant relationship with the motivation to co-create. Social media
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sources were the most influential, followed by online commercial sources and online
non-commercial sources.

Finally, with regard to H5, all our results suggest that motivation to co-create exerts
a significant mediating effect on the relationship between online information sources
(SMS, OCS and ONCS) and the image of the tourist destination (cognitive, affective and
conative). In fact, the bias-corrected and accelerated (BCA) bootstrap method (with 5000
repetitions) revealed a significant indirect effect of social media sources, online commercial
sources and online non-commercial sources on cognitive, affective and conative image
(see Table 7). These results suggest that motivation to co-create does indeed mediate the
relationship between informational online sources and destination images, in support
of H5a, H5b and H5c; H6a, H6b and Héc; and H7a, H7b and H7c. With regard to Héa,
Hé6b and Héc, the indirect effects of online commercial sources coexist with the significant
direct effect of online commercial sources on cognitive (H2a), affective (H2b) and conative
(H2c) destination image. Therefore, we can conclude that motivation to co-create partially
mediates that particular relationship(s). Finally, albeit at a low level (p < 0.10), the indirect
effects of online non-commercial sources on all three destination images are significant,
thus suggesting the existence of such a mediation effect of motivation to co-create on the
relationship between online non-commercial sources and destination image. Thus, we can
also give support to H7a, H7b and H7c (Table 7).

Table 7. Mediation hypothesis validation (H5-H?7): direct, indirect, total effects and explained variance.

Effects on Dependent Variables Dl(r:_ c";alillflfscts (H;;(;itl}:Z(s::sE;ie;;Sort) Total Effects
Cognitive Image
(R% = 0.255)
Motivation to co-create 0.450 *** (8.20) — 0.450
Online non-commercial sources —0.010 ™ (0.12) 0.042 * (Yes) 0.032
Social media sources 0.033 ™ (0.37) 0.069 * (Yes) 0.102
Online commercial sources 0.147 **(2.40) 0.051 * (Yes) 0.198
Affective Image
(R? = 0.254)
Motivation to co-create 0.427 ***(7,77) — 0.427
Online non-commercial sources 0.068 s (0.94) 0.040 * (Yes) 0.108
Social media sources 0.001 ™ (0.02) 0.065 * (Yes) 0.066
Online commercial sources 0.156 **(2.80) 0.049 * (Yes) 0.205
Conative Image
(R? = 0.299)
Motivation to co-create 0.494 *** (11.98) — 0.494
Online non-commercial sources 0.047 ™ (0.93) 0.046 T (Yes) 0.093
Social media sources —0.068 ™ (1.12) 0.076 * (Yes) 0.008
Online commercial sources 0.178 ***(3.50) 0.057 * (Yes) 0.235

Notes: *** p< 0.001 (t(4999) = 310), ** p< 0.01: (t(4999) == 233), * p< 0.05 (t(4999) = 165), * p< 0.10 (t(4999) = 1282), ns = not signiﬁcant.

Table 8 is helpful to understand the quality of such mediation effects of motiva-
tion to co-create. For the mediation in the relationships between online sources of in-
formation and cognitive image, the data in the table show that the mediated model
(R? nediated model = 0-255) triples the variance explained of cognitive image compared to an
unmediated model (R? nmediated model = 0-083; AR? = 0.172), which indicates that the medi-
ation effect is medium in size (f? = 0.23) [109] (Table 8). Of a similar size is the mediation
effect of motivation to co-create in accounting for affective image (see Table 8); in this case,
data show that the mediated model (R%,ediated model = 0-254) has nearly triple the variance
explained compared to an unmediated model (RZ imediated model = 0.097; AR? = 0.157),
indicating that the mediation effect is medium in size (f> = 0.21) [109] (Table 8). Finally,
regarding the mediation effect of motivation to co-create in the relationship between online
sources of information and conative image (see Table 8), the results show that the mediated
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model (R% ediated model = 0-299) also triples the variance explained of conative image com-
pared to an unmediated model (R? ,mediated model = 0-072; AR? = 0.227), which indicates
that the mediation effect is also medium in size (f2 =0.32); [109].

Table 8. Mediation effect size of motivation to co-create.

Independent-Dependent Variance Explained Size of the
Variable Relationship P Mediation Effect
Unmediated . . . AVariance
Relationship Mediated Relationship explained ()
__ Online sources of 0.083 0.255 0.172 023
information—cognitive image (medium effect)
Unm'edlat?d Mediated Relationship AVarlgmce
relationship explained
Online sources of 0.21
information—affective image 0.097 0.254 0.157 (medium effect)
Unmediated Mediated AVariance
relationship Relationship explained
Online sources of 0.072 0.299 0.227 0.32

information—conative image

(medium effect)

Notes: f2 = (R? included — R? excluded)/(1 — R? included); effect sizes of f2 >0.02, > 0.15 and > 0.35 are small, moderate and large,

respectively [88].

Finally, regarding the model’s explanatory power, the R? and Q? (predictive relevance
of the endogenous variable) yielded satisfactory values (Table 8). The R? adjusted values
were 0.255 for cognitive image, 0.254 for affective image and 0.299 for conative image.
The R? adjusted value for motivation to co-create was low (R2 adjusted = 0.084), but the
abovementioned R? adjusted values show the model has substantial power to explain these
main dependent variables [93]. Interestingly, the Stone—-Geisser blindfolding sample reuse
technique, with an omission distance of 7, revealed Qz values larger than zero for all the
cases. This indicates that the model we tested has good predictive power for motivation
to co-create (Q? = 0.043), cognitive image (Q? = 0.128), affective image (Q% =0.122) and
general conative image (Q? = 0.185) [93].

5. Discussion

The main purpose of this research was to contribute to the marketing literature
by analyzing the relationship between online sources of information, co-creation and
destination image. More specifically, beyond the direct relationship between the importance
of online sources of information and destination image, the current study analyzed the
mediating effect of motivation to co-create in the relationship between online sources
of information and destination image, responding to recent calls to analyze the role of
motivation in the image of the destination [110,111].

Our findings reveal a significant indirect effect of social media sources, online com-
mercial sources and online non-commercial sources on cognitive, affective and conative
image, through motivation to co-create. The mediation value was also significant. It re-
veals that tourists contribute more effectively to the formation of the image when they are
motivated. This study calls on tourist companies and destination managers to consider
incentives to promote motivation among consumers to engage in value co-creation through
informational online sources. In this process, consumers participate in the building of
the destination image, so companies can develop their marketing strategies to motivate
consumers to promote positive aspects of the destination. As a result, value co-creation
may reinforce the image projected and perceived by other users and make tourists prefer
to visit and get to know that destination instead of other competing destinations. These
results are consistent with recent studies that show how co-creation has a positive effect on
the image of the destination. For example, it has been found that the co-creation experience
has a positive and significant impact on the cognitive and affective image of the destination
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through UGC platforms [112]. Authors have also shown that the publications shared by
users themselves on Instagram are the most influential in promoting the attractiveness of
the destination and attracting other travelers [113].

The results additionally showed that the three categories of online sources of infor-
mation were also directly related to motivation to co-create. The greater the perceived
importance of the online source among users, the greater is the motivation to co-create.
Social media sources, such as the recommendations of family and friends, exerted the
greatest influence on such motivation, followed by online commercial sources and online
non-commercial sources. These results substantiate previous findings [8,40] indicating
that word-of-mouth is the most effective and accurate communication channel for tourists,
particularly when the source is friends and family.

Moreover, the findings reveal a positive relationship between the importance of online
commercial sources for the individual and all image dimensions, albeit in the following
order: conative, affective and cognitive image. These findings highlight the importance
of the information provided by public officials, sources and private companies through
their website. Thus, based on the results obtained, the official website of the destination
and tourist reservation portals are the online source considered most important by users to
search for tourist information about Cuenca. This conclusion is consistent with the findings
of previous studies that indicate a greater influence of induced sources on the image of the
destination [8,114]. In particular, the results indicate that online commercial sources have a
significant positive impact on conative image. In contrast to previous studies, we have been
unable to verify the influence of social media sources and online non-commercial sources
on the destination image. These results are consistent with the findings of a number of
papers, however. For example, although Reference [72] detected a certain influence of social
media sources and online non-commercial sources on image (in particular, cognitive image),
this influence was quite small, influencing only some components of the cognitive image.
Sociodemographic characteristics lead tourist provider websites to be more important for
middle-aged users (45-64 years), in contrast to younger people, who report not using this
type of social media or using it very little. Thus, while younger generations are influenced
by the opinions of other users on platforms such as TripAdvisor or Booking, retired people
prefer to obtain information directly from the official source. A possible explanation is that
older people may have greater knowledge and experience in life and are thus are more
likely to want to be careful with what they communicate and transmit to other people.

Lastly, the results also showed that the effect of motivation to co-create was greatest
on conative image, followed by cognitive image and affective image. These results are
consistent with the works of References [59,64], who showed that conative image plays a
fundamental role in the decision and/or recommendation to visit a destination [59,64,98],
and with Reference [40], who found that the psychological motivation of travelers positively
impacts on cognitive and affective image. Regarding the motivation to co-create, 48% of
respondents consider that their main motivation is to contribute to improving the image of
Cuenca, while 46% consider it is to inform and advise other tourists about the activities and
places to visit in Cuenca. If we consider conative image, the respondents said that Cuenca
constitutes a dream destination to visit at some point (39.3%) and an adequate vacation
option (34.5%). For affective image, users highlight that Cuenca is “pleasant”, “relaxing”,
“pretty” and “interesting”. If the cognitive image is considered, Cuenca is a destination of
nature (71.8%), artistic—cultural interest (56.3%) and mountains (55.8%), with a relaxed and
safe environment, important monuments and opportunities for sports.

6. Managerial Implications

From a practical perspective, this study makes several important contributions to the
tourism literature. At present, destinations face great competition, so the directors of DMOs
and tourism companies must find and know how to manage effective communication tools
to transmit and to position a favorable image in the minds of tourists. Many articles have
examined the role of online information sources in image formation. However, this article
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goes a step further by providing empirical evidence on the mediating effect of motivation
to co-create on the relationship between both concepts. The active role of consumers
influences not only the decisions that destinations make in image management, but also
directly influences the image that other users perceive of the destination through different
online platforms.

Thus, managers can intervene in order to address problems in motivation and under-
stand the determinants that lead consumers to share their perceptions about the destination
and, consequently, contribute effectively to the creation and projection of the destination
image in online form. Therefore, for destinations to transmit a stable and consistent mes-
sage on online information platforms, different stakeholders must collaborate to correctly
identify the image that users perceive about the destination, and then implement a coherent
marketing strategy to appropriately promote the online position of the tourist destina-
tion [115]. In this sense, knowing what type of online source is most important for users
when looking for tourist information can lead to the destination’s marketing efforts being
better targeted and more tailored to the characteristics and needs of potential tourists. It is
from co-creation that destinations can transmit the most positive image of the destination,
since, according to existing studies, well-formed destination images are positively associ-
ated with the level of satisfaction of travelers and their behavioral predisposition to visit
the destination [116].

7. Limitations of the Study and Directions for Future Research

The present work features some limitations that may serve to inspire future lines
of research. First, we only analyzed the image of Cuenca according to three dimensions:
cognitive, affective and conative image. However, the literature also highlights other
dimensions, such as the overall, unique and multisensory image. Future studies should
thus accommodate a fuller set of dimensions, as well as delve deeper into the existing
relationship between the dimensions studied in the current paper.

Second, future research should seek to identify other online sources of information
beyond those included here. Web platforms and web tendencies are constantly changing
and evolving in the market, with new features and attributes to offer users a better online
experience. Some of today’s types of online platforms will increase their number of users
in the coming years, and others will maintain their position in the future. However, other
types of information sources will disappear due to the lack of user participation.

Third, as detailed, our study analyzed the image of the city of Cuenca. The province of
Cuenca is very large, but only the city is considered a World Heritage site. For this reason,
although 48% of respondents are from Cuenca, this refers to the province of Cuenca, so
most are not residents of the city itself. However, the results should be interpreted with
caution, since residents’ perceptions of the city likely differ from that of outsiders.

Therefore, future work should attempt to replicate our study, while differentiating
between residents and non-residents of the province of Cuenca. Relatedly, it would be
interesting to apply this model to other destinations and see if the results hold. Finally,
we acknowledge that the PLS method, which we used to verify the empirical model and
test the hypotheses, presents a number of limitations. Despite its methodological rigor, the
method is more exploratory than confirmatory, and should thus be complemented with
other more confirmatory methods.
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