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The present study investigates the influence of destination attractiveness on tourists' destination attachment by
examining the mediating effect of tourists' cognitive evaluations (i.e., their attitude). Data were collected using
on-site interviews with 1232 international tourists in six Alpine destinations. Study 1 addresses the impact of
destination attractiveness factors (i.e., accessibility, amenities, scenery and local community) on tourists' attitude.
Study 2 validates the model and links it with tourists' destination attachment. Results obtained from SEM high-
light the importance of a more fine-grained conceptualization of the antecedents of destination attachment. Find-
ings reveal indirect-only mediation for access and local community, complementary mediation for amenities, and
mediation with suppression for scenery. Without tourists' attitude as a mediating construct, however, only ame-
nities show a positive, significant effect on attachment formation. The empirical findings provide destination
managers and policy makers with valuable information about how to use destination perception and cognitive
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reenactment to increase destination attachment.
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1. Introduction

Research in environmental psychology, leisure, and tourism pro-
poses that consumers develop strong attachment to places and recrea-
tion activities (Kyle, Graefe, Manning, & Bacon, 2004; Prayag & Ryan,
2011; Williams & Vaske, 2003). In fact, people tend to relate to places,
which help to facilitate their leisure experiences (e.g., Brown &
Raymond, 2007) and therefore develop an emotional, cognitive, and
functional bond to such places (Halpenny, 2006). Physical space thereby
becomes the object of place attachment through tourists' interactions
with the setting (Kyle, Graefe, & Manning, 2005). The literature has re-
vealed that destination management organizations (DMOs) can en-
hance tourists' feeling of belongingness to a destination and their
attachment with the destination through salient and unique bundles
of services, such as attractions, historical monuments or local culture
(Prayag & Ryan, 2011). Creating such a “sense of place” can serve as
competitive advantage because tourists attached to a particular place
will be less likely to change their destination choices despite attractive
alternative offerings (Yuksel, Yuksel, & Bilim, 2010).

Research has noted the relevance of destination attachment, and
previous studies have investigated, for instance, the relationship
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between destination attachment and tourists' motivation to travel
(Prayag, Hosany, & Soscia, 2014), destination source credibility
(Veasna, Wu, & Huang, 2013), destination image (Prayag & Ryan,
2011), tourists' involvement (Gross & Brown, 2008), and tourists' previ-
ous experience with a setting (Kyle et al., 2004). In particular, there is a
common understanding that destination attachment is caused by a set
of destination-specific resources and offerings that DMOs can facilitate
and control (e.g.Prayag & Ryan, 2011; Veasna et al., 2013). While previ-
ous studies assumed a direct relationship between potential driving
forces of destination attractiveness and destination attachment, we
argue that tourists' cognitive evaluation of their stay is a necessary me-
diating factor for destination attachment to arise.

Applying embodied cognition (e.g., Barsalou, 2008; Clark, 1997), we
assume that consumers form cognitive evaluations of their experience
based on their direct responses to their environment. These cognitions
are stored as mental representations (i.e., mental images of things both
currently and not-currently seen or sensed by the sense organs) and are
retrieved to form attachment with a setting. Attachment theory
(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007) additionally argues that attachment is pri-
marily facilitated and enhanced by mental representations that include
self-cognitions, thoughts, and personal memories (e.g.Berman &
Sperling, 1994; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). Mental representations are
therefore crucial to categorize a place as part of the self, to develop a pos-
itive feeling of “oneness” with a place (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007), and to
view a place's resources as one's own (Aron, Aron, & Smollan, 1992;
Mittal, 2006). Applied to the tourism industry, this notion suggests that
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as an experience occurs, the brain captures impressions from the environ-
ment using all five human senses, integrates these impressions, and stores
them in memory (e.g., what a destination looks like, how it feels to ski
down a mountain). These stored mental representations are then re-
trieved for attitude and attachment formation (Mikulincer & Shaver,
2007). Whereas previous studies in tourism have conceptualized attach-
ment primarily as a person's affective, emotional, and symbolic invest-
ment with a setting (Yuksel et al., 2010) and focused on investigating its
behavioral consequences, this study sets out to explore the cognitive, em-
bodied side of destination attachment and investigates its driving forces
from a destination-attractiveness perspective.

The present study makes the following two core contributions. First,
we argue that attractive destination resources serve as a necessary pre-
condition and driving force for attachment formation. Destination at-
tractiveness refers to a demand-side perspective regarding destinations
as suppliers of spatial tourist services with specific attractiveness fea-
tures to be managed effectively. An in-depth review of the literature
on destination attractiveness reveals that four key factors (i.e., accessi-
bility, amenities and infrastructure, scenery, and local community)
have the potential to encourage people to visit and spend time at a des-
tination and therefore significantly influence a tourist's destination
choice, attachment, and expected behavior (Henkel, Henkel, Agrusa, &
Tanner, 2006). We accordingly consider these same factors of destina-
tion attractiveness as important driving forces for tourists' cognitive
evaluations and their subsequent formation of attachment. This ap-
proach is crucial since it creates opportunities for tourism marketers
and DMOs to influence tourists' cognitive evaluations by means of at-
tractive destination resources.

Second, rooted in a complex network of mental representations, we
propose that tourists' attitude acts as necessary and sufficient mediating
variable between their perceived attractiveness of a destination and
their formation of destination attachment (Mikulincer & Shaver,
2003). Attachment is therefore formed only after prior attitude forma-
tion, with attitude acting as an attachment facilitator increasing tourists'
bond with a destination.

To test these relationships, we carried out two empirical studies
using data gathered from face-to-face interviews in six Alpine destina-
tions during the winter seasons of 2013/14 and 2014/15. We made
use of a total sample of 1232 responses. Study 1 addresses the impact
of destination attractiveness factors on tourists' attitude; Study 2 vali-
dates these associations and links them with tourists' destination
attachment.

2. Theoretical background and hypothesis development
2.1. Destination attractiveness and destination image

The concept of destination attractiveness and its measurement has re-
ceived much attention from both tourism research and policy makers in
recent decades (Formica & Uysal, 2006; Kim, 1998; Lee, Huang, &
Huery-Ren, 2010). Destination attractiveness refers to tourists' percep-
tions about a destination and its ability to satisfy their needs (Mayo &
Jarvis, 1982; Vengesayi, 2003). Two broad streams of destination attrac-
tiveness research have evolved in the tourism literature. One stream of lit-
erature defines destination attractiveness based on the physical attributes
of a destination, that is, an inventory of tourism resources (Formica &
Uysal, 2006). In today's global tourism marketplace, however, destina-
tions are no longer perceived as distinct natural, cultural, or environmen-
tal resources, but rather as an overall appealing product available in a
certain area (Buhalis, 2000). Offering such a multifaceted set of products
and services has therefore become a prerequisite to create an attractive,
memorable destination experience (Cracolici & Nijkamp, 2008; Pine &
Gilmore, 1998). The second stream addresses destination attractiveness
on the basis of tourists' image perception of a destination (Formica &
Uysal, 2006). Integrating these two streams of literature, we argue that
a destination's attractiveness factors are crucial for both image formation

and memorability of the staged destination experience. Tourists increas-
ingly seek unique experiences that go beyond mere consumption of prod-
ucts or services. Tourism operators are accordingly shifting from a
“delivery-focused” service economy to a “staged” experience economy
(Oh, Fiore, & Jeoung, 2007). Although the importance of memorable expe-
riences has been acknowledged in previous research (Brakus, Schmitt, &
Zarantonello, 2009; Oh et al., 2007), the literature has not yet established
a common understanding of what exactly makes tourism experiences
special and memorable. The memorability of consumption experiences,
however, is argued to be an important pre-condition for the formation
of destination attachment (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). Tourism opera-
tors and destinations should, therefore, facilitate the realization of posi-
tive, memorable tourism experiences. Because experiences are highly
subjective and occur over varying time frames and with varying intensity
(Meyer & Schwager, 2007), DMOs cannot directly deliver memorable ex-
periences to tourists. Destination management organizations can, howev-
er, increase the probability of memorable experiences by providing
attractive destination resources.

Research on factors that constitute an attractive destination has main-
ly centered on a destination’s accessibility, amenities and infrastructure,
scenery, and local community. More precisely, it is the natural form and
landscape of a destination that constitutes the most basic element in
attracting tourists to a location (Kim, Ritchie, & McCormick, 2012). Be-
sides scenery, a destination's accessibility has long been recognized as a
major driving force of destination attractiveness (Kim, 1998). The broad
category of amenities, including the availability of accommaodation, lodg-
ing opportunities, and restaurants, constitutes another important factor
(Murphy, Pritchard, & Smith, 2000). The local community can comple-
ment natural and experiential resources in a destination and refers to a
connection with local people (Kim et al., 2012). The importance of local
community for tourists' emotional, cognitive, and behavioral responses
has lately received increasing attention. Individuals who closely experi-
ence local community and culture, for instance, are more likely to have
memorable tourism experiences (Kim et al., 2012) and report higher
levels of pleasure and satisfaction (Murphy et al., 2000).

Although previous research has attempted to define a set of factors
establishing destination attractiveness, the majority of studies have fo-
cused on an exploratory approach based on expert interviews, panel
data, or secondary data analysis. Empirical investigations have primarily
focused on specific forms of tourism (e.g., forest recreation tourism; Lee
et al., 2010), the creation of attractiveness profiles for certain tourism
regions (e.g., Virginia, USA; Formica & Uysal, 2006) or on establishing
an index of destination attractiveness (e.g., Var, Beck, & Loftus, 1977).
Apart from a supply centered perspective focusing on destinations' re-
sources and offerings, investigations of the demand side provide crucial
information for tourism scholars and policy makers since tourists' (cog-
nitive) evaluations of their experience affect the competitiveness, suc-
cess, and survival of any destination (Bornhorst, Ritchie, & Sheehan,
2010). This study therefore extends prior investigations on destination
attractiveness by examining the influence of a destinations' attractive-
ness potential on tourists' attitude.

2.2. Destination attractiveness and attitude toward a destination

Attitude describes the psychological tendency individuals express by
their positive or negative evaluations of an object or experience (Ajzen,
1991). Similarly, attitude toward the destination describes the psycho-
logical tendencies tourists express through their positive or negative
evaluations of a destination experience (Lee, 2009). It refers to a learned
predisposition tourists own to respond in a consistently favorable or un-
favorable manner to a given object (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975). Attitude
toward an object (e.g., a tourist destination) is therefore a function of
the belief about the object and its implicit evaluative responses. Such
evaluations ascend both naturally and inevitably that people form
them when thinking about the object (Ajzen & Fishbein, 2000).
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