Measuring Destination Image in the 21st Century:
Social Media’s Role in Forming Destination Image and Shaping Tourist Behavior

Introduction:
Destination image has been one of the most frequently studied concepts in the tourism literature due to its pivotal link and impact on the coveted answer as to what influences travel behavior (Ramkissoon & Uysal, 2011; Dolnicar and Grün, 2013; Kock et al., 2016). By recognizing the crucial role of destination image on tourist behavior, this paper endeavors to incorporate social media’s rising influence in developing the image and stereotypes about certain places or people and as a result, in shaping the behavioral responses of tourists about that particular destination. As of June 2022, more than half of the world population is using social media and each user spends more than two hours every day on average on social media and messaging apps (Statistica, 2022).  Despite the inescapable prominence of social media on the day-to-day life of consumers worldwide, very few tourism researchers have integrated social media into their destination image research. Hence, the aim of this paper is to integrate the concept of social media as a key dimension of destination image formation within an updated conceptual framework and to connect these mechanisms with the activities and travel decisions of tourists of the 21st century through an in-depth theoretical analysis on previous literature focusing on destination image.
Literature Review:
The study of destination image in tourism literature can be traced back to the early 1970s where authors referred to destination image as the set of perceptions, beliefs, thoughts and prejudices about a destination developed from the information obtained via various channels (Hunt, 1971; Gunn, 1972). Thus, destination image has been a pivotal element of tourism development and hence, has been further examined in order to identify its contribution in shaping behavioral patterns and travel decisions of tourists which, in turn, helped determining the success of tourist destinations (Mayo, 1973; Crompton, 1979; Gunn, 1988; Fakeye and Crompton, 1991; Hanlan and Kelly, 2004; Chen and Tsai, 2007; McCartney et al., 2008; Kim and Chen, 2016).
Closely linked with destination image is destination personality. Destination personality can be defined as “the set of personality traits associated with a destination” (Ekinci and Hosany, 2006, p. 127).  The concept of ‘destination personality’ can be directly linked to the concept of brand personality and can be somewhat measured through the generic framework of the Brand Personality Scale (BPS) developed by Aaker (1997) highlighting five major dimensions. The modes for identifying destination personality traits can be determined through its host community, tourism service providers, their employees, various attractions or through the perceptions of tourists and the indirect modes can be the various promotional activities undertaken targeting a certain destination, i.e., advertisement, sales promotion, media portrayal etc. (Aaker, 1997; Cai 2002). By associating destinations with various personality traits or adjectives, destination personality brings out the softer aspect of destination image which, in turn, makes it alive in front of the actual and potential tourists (Ekinci, 2003; Hosany et al., 2007).
Another construct closely related to the concept of destination image is destination stereotype. In the field of tourism, the term ‘tourist stereotypes’ are often used that refer to the preconceptions of the local residents about tourists coming from other socio-cultural or geographic backgrounds to visit a certain destination (Tung, King and Tse, 2020). The concept of stereotypes is particularly important for tourism because it shapes the perceptions of tourists about the host community and also, the destinations they are visiting which, in turn, impact the behaviors, interactions and activities of tourists with hosts (and vice versa) while visiting any other destination outside their environmental bubble (Yzerbyt, 2016). 
In order to connect the concepts of destination image and social media with tourist’s behavioral intentions, we have used two psychological components – self-image and self-congruity – as mediating constructs in our proposed framework. Both the constructs are vital elements of consumer (tourist) behavior shaping their needs for different products and services and influencing their consumption patterns. Previous literature suggests that any individual’s consuming behavior and activities will take place in accordance to their self-concept and they would act and behave in a way that would protect and enhance their self-concept (Roger, 1951; Grubb and Grathwohl, 1967). According to Beerli, Meneses and Gil (2007), greater conformity between tourists’ ideal and real self-concept and destination’s overall image leads to a higher probability of tourists’ visitations to that place.
Our proposed framework is novel based on being the first to integrate the concepts of destination image, destination personality and stereotypes, self-image and self-congruity with the influence of social media on tourist’s travel intentions. However, tourism has been anciently considered as a conspicuous form of consumption and the advent of social media has taken it to another level by enabling tourists to instantaneously share their travel experience with their peers through pictures, videos, vlogs etc. (Munar and Jacobsen, 2014; Lo and Mckercher, 2015; Boley et al., 2018). Considering the significance of social media in the advancement of tourism industry, the framework proposed in this paper will contribute to the existing body of research in three ways: i) by showing social media platforms as a crucial factor of developing destination stereotypes and destination personality in the mind of potential tourists, ii) by incorporating the concept of social return in shaping the overall destination image and iii) by adding a fourth dimension to the categories of tourist behavior: their intention to share the experience of visiting a certain destination (post-travel experience) on social media.
[image: ]
Figure 1: A holistic framework about the influence of social media platforms and social return on destination image, destination stereotype and destination personality and tourist’s psychological constructs: self-concept and self-congruity and the combined effect of all these concepts on tourist’s behavioral intentions while considering ‘satisfaction’ as a mediating construct.

As shown in our proposed framework above, we have divided tourists’ behavioral intentions into four categories; namely – intentions to visit, revisit, recommend and share travel experience in social media to be tested on both potential (intention to visit) and past (intention of revisit/recommend/share in social media) tourists. With the dual focus on intent to visit and behavioral outcomes associated with previously visiting the destination (revisit, recommend, post about experience), our model requires both potential and past tourists to be included in order to cover all four kinds of behavioral intentions (since intention to visit can only be measured on potential tourists who have not visited the destination and to measure the other three, we would need actual tourists who have already visited that place). In order to properly measure all four types of behavioral intentions, our proposed framework has also incorporated the ‘satisfaction’ construct assuming only the satisfied tourists would manifest the intention to revisit/recommend a destination or would positively share their travel experiences in social media about visiting that destination.
In the proposed framework, tourist satisfaction is considered as the consequence of the tourist’s decision for visiting a destination (can be tested on potential tourists who never visited that destination) and is impacted by factors like the destination image, tourist’s self-congruity and the functional congruity of the destination. It is also considered that ‘tourist satisfaction’ mediates the relationship of these mechanisms with the post-travel behavioral response which, in turn, is divided into three categories: intention to revisit, intention to recommend and intention to share on social media (that can only be perceived by actual tourists after visiting a destination). Based on the analysis of previous literature, it has been confirmed that tourist satisfaction is affected by the image, perception and expectations a tourist holds about a certain destination. In addition to the existing body of literature, the proposed model of this paper has highlighted this construct as a mediating variable between destination image (and the other supporting mechanisms) and tourist’s post-travel behavioral responses.
Proposed Methodology:
Since our research is in the budding stage, we have not decided on which exact method(s) we would be using to test our proposed conceptual framework. One option would be conducting questionnaire-based survey on randomly assigned tourists residing in the US (preferably the ones conducting frequent international trips) following probabilistic sampling technique to examine the links among the constructs highlighted in this framework. Another option would be to conduct an experimental study to a particular group of respondents in a within-subject design setup in order to test the connection among constructs like social media influence, social return, destination image, destination stereotypes and behavioral intentions of tourists. If needed, we might go for multi-method approach by adopting other data collection techniques than the ones discussed above to ensure the reliability and validity of our study.
Expected Implications of Results:
Our proposed framework contributes to the existing body of literature by acknowledging the contemporary role of ‘social media platforms’ as a major influencing factor of determining tourists’ behavioral responses in combination with other mechanisms like destination image/stereotypes, tourists’ self-concept and self-congruity which is yet to be explored by other researchers (to my knowledge) in this field. I believe the framework’s generalizable nature can be used to conduct comparative analyses focusing on respondents coming from different cultural, demographic backgrounds and social structures. Moreover, if we can establish the proposed relationships among the key constructs highlighted in our proposed framework, it would open the window for future researchers (focusing on area like- social media, digital marketing in tourism or behavioral intentions of tourists) to extend our work even further as the framework could then be used as the foundation for their research. 
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