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Abstract
Purpose: This study aims to examine how city branding and
l electronic Word-of-Mouth (e-WOM) influence tourists’ visiting
decisions through the mediating role of city image in a medium-
sized emerging tourism city.
Research Methodology: This study was conducted in Sungai
Penuh City, Indonesia, using a quantitative survey of 360 tourists
who had previously visited the city. Data were analyzed using
Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM)
with SmartPLS, and mediation effects were tested through
Artiqle History bootstrapping.
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Accepted on 31 March 2026 visiting decisions and significantly mediates the relationship
between city branding, e-WOM, and visiting decisions.
Conclusions: This study concludes that tourists’ visiting decisions
in emerging urban destinations are shaped not only by institutional
branding strategies and online narratives but also by how these
factors are translated into a favorable city image.
Limitations: This study was limited to one medium-sized tourist
city and employed a cross-sectional design, which may restrict the
generalizability of the results to other destinations.
Contributions: This study highlights the city image as a key
mechanism linking city branding and e-WOM to tourists’ visiting
decisions and provides practical implications for destination
managers to strengthen branding strategies and manage digital
communication.
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1. Introduction

Urban tourism has become one of the most competitive sectors of the global tourism industry as cities
increasingly compete to attract visitors, investment, and symbolic recognition. In recent years, this
competition has intensified owing to increased global mobility, rapid growth of digital platforms, and
tourists’ rising demand for experience-oriented travel (Mandagi & Tappy, 2024; Mega, Barusman
Habiburahman, & Barusman, 2026). Consequently, tourists’ visiting decisions are no longer shaped
solely by tangible attractions or infrastructure but increasingly by how cities are perceived, narrated,
and emotionally evaluated in digitally mediated environments.

In this context, city branding has emerged as a pivotal strategic tool Mandagi and Tappy (2024),
particularly for medium-sized emerging tourism cities seeking to strengthen their visibility and
competitiveness. City branding refers to the strategic efforts of local authorities and destination
managers to create a distinctive urban identity that resonates with potential tourists. Empirical evidence
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suggests that effective branding enhances destination attractiveness, strengthens tourists’ perceptions,
and significantly influences their intention to visit (Indriani, 2024; Ramadania, Gafur, Rahmawati, &
Afifi, 2024). In post-pandemic tourism recovery, city branding has become even more critical as cities
attempt to revitalize tourism demand through coherent image-building strategies and digital
engagement (Indriani, 2024).

However, the contemporary tourism information landscape is no longer solely dominated by official
branding initiatives. The rise of electronic Word-of-Mouth (e-WOM), including online reviews, social
media narratives, and user-generated travel content, has transformed the way tourists gather information
and evaluate destinations. Compared with institutional promotional messages, e-WOM is often
perceived as more credible and experiential, thereby exerting a strong influence on tourists’ attitudes
and behavioral intentions (Alrwashdeh, Emeagwali, & Aljuhmani, 2019; Elsalam & Ezzat, 2022).
Moreover, e-WOM provides social proof that can amplify branding efforts by rapidly disseminating
favorable destination perceptions across digital networks (Hasan, Qayyum, & Zia, 2022; Siddiqui et al.,
2021).

City image is a crucial mechanism linking city branding and e-WOM to tourists’ behavioral outcomes.
City image represents the overall cognitive and affective evaluation that individuals have of a
destination. It functions as a perceptual lens through which branding signals and peer-generated
narratives are interpreted. A favorable city image enhances trust, reduces uncertainty, and increases
emotional appeal, thereby strengthening tourists’ intention to visit (Indriani, 2024; Lin, 2024). Studies
further confirm that city image mediates the influence of e-WOM on decision-making, as tourists are
more likely to act on online information when it aligns with a coherent and positive destination image
(Elsalam & Ezzat, 2022; Praswati, Wardani, & Rohim, 2021).

Despite growing scholarly attention to the relationships among city branding, e-WOM, and city image,
existing research often examines these constructs in isolation or focuses primarily on globally
established metropolitan destinations. Comparatively limited attention has been given to medium-sized
emerging tourism cities, where global visibility is weaker Ximenes, Utari Dewi, and Widnyani (2024),
and competitiveness depends heavily on perception management, authenticity, and digital engagement.
Therefore, examining how branding strategies and digital narratives interact to shape tourist decision-
making in medium-sized cities is an important yet underexplored area of urban tourism research. In
such contexts, branding strategies and online narratives are essential mechanisms through which
destinations can build legitimacy and attract tourists (Gao & Shao, 2024; Hasan et al., 2022).

To address this gap, the present study investigates how city branding and electronic word-of-mouth
shape tourists’ visiting decisions through the mediating role of city image in a medium-sized emerging
tourism city, Sungai Penuh City, Indonesia. By focusing on a medium-sized tourism destination, this
study offers a novel perspective on how emerging cities can build tourism competitiveness through
branding and a digitally mediated reputation. By integrating institutional branding efforts, peer-
generated digital communication, and perceptual image formation into a single explanatory framework,
this study contributes to the urban tourism and destination marketing literature by clarifying the
cognitive—affective mechanisms that drive tourist decision-making in less prominent urban destinations.

2. Literature Review and Hypotheses Development

2.1 City Branding and Tourists’ Visiting Decisions

City branding has become an essential strategy in urban tourism, particularly as cities compete to
enhance their attractiveness and distinguish themselves in increasingly competitive destination markets.
City branding influences tourists’ visiting decisions by strengthening destination brand equity through
key dimensions, such as brand awareness, perceived quality, and brand image. Empirical evidence
confirms that higher destination brand awareness significantly improves tourists’ perceptions and
contributes to stronger loyalty and intention to visit (Vinh, Nguyen, Tran, Tran, & Huynh, 2019).
Similarly, Shen and Ma (2022) found that perceived destination brand quality directly enhances tourist
loyalty, which ultimately shapes their decision to choose a city as a travel destination.
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In the contemporary digital tourism environment, city branding efforts are strongly reinforced through
social media engagement and electronic Word-of-Mouth (e-WOM). Social media platforms enable
cities to communicate branding narratives more effectively, and peer-generated digital content provides
credibility and social validation. Indriani (2024) emphasized that social media promotion and e-WOM
serve as significant mediating mechanisms that enhance city attractiveness and positively influence
tourists’ visitation intentions, particularly in emerging tourism destinations.

Moreover, tourists’ direct experiences play a critical role in strengthening city brand equity and shaping
their visiting decisions. Positive tourism experiences contribute to favorable city brand attitudes, which
further amplify the effectiveness of branding strategies. Miftahuddin, Hermanto, Raharja, and Chan
(2021) highlight that experiential satisfaction enhances city brand equity by cultivating stronger
emotional and cognitive attachment among visitors. Therefore, city branding functions not only as a
symbolic differentiation tool but also as a strategic driver of tourists’ behavioral intentions and visitation
decisions. These findings suggest that a strong city brand can enhance destination attractiveness and
influence tourists’ behavioral intentions to visit the city. Based on this theoretical and empirical
reasoning, the following hypothesis is proposed.
H,: City branding positively affects tourists’ visiting decisions

2.2 Electronic Word of Mouth and Tourists’ Visiting Decisions

Electronic Word-of-Mouth (e-WOM) has become a dominant source of information in tourism
decision-making, particularly in the digital era, where tourists increasingly rely on online reviews, social
media content, and user-generated recommendations. e-WOM significantly shapes tourists’ perceptions
of destination attractiveness and credibility, thereby influencing their visiting decisions (Makur, Karta
& Oktaviani, 2022). Empirical evidence demonstrates that e-WOM exerts a direct and significant effect
on tourists’ decision-making processes by enhancing perceptions of city image and overall destination
appeal (Kurniawati, Ikhwana, & Anggraeni, 2022). Muslim, Hidayati, and Pardiman (2021) further
argue that e-WOM may even have a stronger influence on tourists’ visiting decisions than city branding
itself, highlighting the strategic importance of managing and improving destinations’ online reputation.

Moreover, e-WOM not only directly affects tourists’ visiting decisions but also strengthens destination
brand image through its mediating role in reinforcing branding signals. Indriani (2024) emphasized that
positive e-WOM enhances perceived quality and destination attractiveness, thereby amplifying the
effectiveness of city branding strategies. This mediating mechanism integrates institutional branding
efforts with experiential narratives shared by previous visitors, shaping more favorable perceptions
(Wiryokusumo, Wiranatha, & Suryawardani, 2021). Additionally, Hernowo, Chan, and Purnomo
(2022) underline that social media-based user-generated content spreads recommendations rapidly and
plays a crucial role in guiding travel choices, particularly in emerging tourism markets, where tourists
depend heavily on digital feedback to reduce uncertainty. Therefore, positive e-WOM is expected to
increase tourists’ confidence and encourage them to visit a destination. Accordingly, the following
hypothesis is proposed.
H,: Electronic word of mouth has a positive effect on tourists’ visiting decisions

2.3 City Branding and City Image

City image reflects the overall cognitive and affective evaluations that tourists hold toward a destination
and serves as a critical determinant of how a city is perceived in the tourism market. City branding plays
a central role in shaping this image by constructing a distinctive urban identity that enhances the
attractiveness of the destination. Empirical studies confirm that effective branding initiatives
significantly strengthen city images, making destinations more appealing and competitive. Dastgerdi
and Luca (2019) emphasized that a well-developed city image enhances urban attractiveness, while
Pramesti and Sholahuddin (2024) demonstrated that city branding positively contributes to city image
and influences visitors’ intentions in specific tourism contexts, such as religious destinations.

Furthermore, city branding is increasingly influenced by experiential and contextual factors that shape
tourists’ perceptions, including local friendliness and cleanliness, and social media engagement.
Setiawan, Meivitawanli, Arrieta-Paredes, Morrison, and Coca-Stefaniak (2021) highlighted that such
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attributes significantly contribute to Jakarta’s destination brand image, suggesting that city branding
requires a nuanced and multidimensional approach. In the digital era, active brand management through
social media is essential, as interactive platforms provide real-time engagement and feedback from
potential tourists (Indriani, 2024). City image also functions as an intervening mechanism linking
branding to tourist behavior Dastgerdi and Luca (2019) found that both city branding and city image
significantly impact visiting interest, while Syafitri, Novianti, and Effendi (2023) stressed that
emotional experiences such as nostalgia further reinforce positive destination perceptions and
strengthen city image over time. Therefore, effective city branding is expected to contribute to the
formation of a favorable city image. Based on this theoretical and empirical reasoning, the following
hypothesis is proposed.
H;: City branding positively affects the city image

2.4 Electronic Word of Mouth and City Image
In the digital tourism environment, a city’s image is strongly shaped by information disseminated
through electronic word of mouth (e-WOM), particularly via social media platforms where tourists
actively share experiences, evaluations, and recommendations. e-WOM has become a crucial
determinant of destination image formation, as travelers increasingly rely on user-generated content
rather than traditional promotional efforts by destination management organizations. Kakirala and
Singh (2020) demonstrate that e-WOM directly enhances destination image by fostering trust and
satisfaction among potential tourists, reflecting the growing dominance of peer-based narratives in
shaping city perceptions (Unnikrishnan & Sibi, 2023). As a result, both positive and negative online
discourse can significantly strengthen or distort the overall image of a city, influencing its attractiveness
in competitive tourism markets (Azhar, Ali, Hamid, Akhtar, & Rahman, 2022).
Moreover, e-WOM not only contributes directly to image formation but also functions as an important
mediating mechanism that reinforces branding signals and shapes tourists’ evaluative perceptions.
Indriani (2024) emphasizes that e-WOM plays a mediating role in the relationship between city
branding efforts and city image, suggesting that effective management of online narratives is essential
for improving destination reputation. A favorable city image strengthened through e-WOM has been
shown to enhance tourists’ visiting and revisiting intentions, particularly in post-pandemic tourism
contexts where credibility and reassurance are highly valued (Azhar et al., 2022). Additionally,
Yannacopoulou and Kallinikos (2024) highlight that user-generated content significantly contributes to
shaping visitors’ perceptions, underscoring e-WOM as a central component of modern tourism
marketing strategies. Consequently, positive e-WOM is expected to strengthen tourists’ perceptions of
a destination and improve the overall city image. Based on this reasoning, the following hypothesis is
proposed.

Hy: Electronic word of mouth has a positive effect on the city’s image

2.5 City Image and Tourists’ Visiting Decisions

City image is widely recognized as a crucial determinant of tourists’ visiting decisions, as it shapes
expectations regarding destination experiences and influences how potential visitors perceive a city. A
favorable city image enhances overall attractiveness, strengthens tourists’ impressions, and increases
the likelihood of destination selection. Empirical evidence confirms that destination image significantly
affects tourists’ decisions to visit, as positive perceptions generate stronger emotional appeal and
confidence in their travel choices (Putri & Widyastuti, 2023). Furthermore, city image has been
identified as an important mediating mechanism linking digital information exposure to behavioral
intention Kusumawati, Aprilia, and Abdillah (2019) demonstrate that city image mediates the
relationship between e-WOM and visit intention, highlighting its central role in transforming online
recommendations into travel decisions.

Moreover, city image not only influences initial visiting intentions but also contributes to tourists’
revisit behavior, reinforcing the strategic importance of maintaining a positive destination reputation
for sustainable tourism development. Azhar et al. (2022) emphasized that a strong city image increases
the likelihood of repeat visitation, particularly in post-pandemic tourism contexts, where reassurance
and trust are essential. e-WOM further strengthens this process by enhancing destination trust, which
directly influences travel intentions (Mutaqin & Trinanda, 2019). Additionally, Negara, Yuliati, and
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Sartono (2019) highlight that service quality impacts destination image, and a positive image
encourages tourists to share experiences through e-WOM, creating a feedback loop that continuously
reinforces the city’s attractiveness and tourism competitiveness. A favorable city image can reduce
uncertainty and increase tourists’ willingness to visit a destination. Based on this reasoning, the
following hypothesis is proposed.

H;: City image positively affects tourists’ visiting decisions

2.6 The Mediating Role of City Image

Although city branding and electronic Word-of-Mouth (e-WOM) may directly influence tourists’
visiting decisions, their effects are often transmitted through the formation of a city image. City image
functions as a cognitive—affective mechanism that translates branding signals and peer-generated
narratives into coherent destination perceptions. Empirical evidence confirms that city branding
significantly strengthens the city image, which subsequently shapes tourists’ behavioral intentions.
Indriani (2024) highlights the direct pathway through which city branding enhances the city image and
influences visiting decisions, while Fatmawati and Maharani (2023) further demonstrate that a strong
brand identity contributes to a favorable city image, making destinations more appealing to potential
visitors.

In addition, e-WOM plays a critical role in shaping the city’s image by providing experiential validation
through online recommendations and shared tourist experiences. Pramesti and Sholahuddin (2024)
found that e-WOM significantly influences city image, which in turn affects tourists’ interest in visiting
specific attractions. The mediating role of city image is particularly evident in studies showing that
branding and digital communication jointly shape the intention to visit. KR, Yusuf, Mariana, and
Marsuni (2023) demonstrate that city branding and city image together influence tourists’ visiting
interest, while Kusumawati et al. (2019) confirm that city image mediates the relationship between e-
WOM and visit intention, suggesting that a strong city image enhances the persuasive impact of online
word of mouth. Therefore, integrating city branding, e-WOM, and city image within a unified
framework provides a more comprehensive understanding of tourists’ decision-making processes in
emerging urban-tourism contexts. Based on this reasoning, the following hypotheses are proposed.
Hs: City image mediates the relationship between city branding and tourists’ visiting decisions
H;: City image mediates the relationship between electronic word of mouth and tourists’
visiting decisions

CITY BRANDING

CITY IMAGE — PURCHASING DECISION

E-WOM

Figure 1. Research model

3. Methodology

3.1 Research Design and Study Context

This study adopts a quantitative research design to empirically examine the relationships among city
branding, electronic Word-of-Mouth (e-WOM), city image, and tourists’ visiting decisions. A cross-
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sectional survey approach was employed, which is appropriate for theory testing and explanatory
research in the tourism and destination marketing contexts. A cross-sectional survey approach was
employed, which is appropriate for theory testing and explanatory research in tourism and destination
marketing contexts. However, because the data were collected at a single point in time, this design does
not capture potential changes in tourists’ perceptions and behavioral intentions over time. Quantitative
methods are particularly suitable for assessing complex relationships involving mediation effects and
latent constructs.

The empirical setting of this study is Sungai Penuh City, Indonesia, which represents a medium-sized
emerging tourist city. The city is characterized by developing urban tourism attractions, a strong cultural
identity, and increasing reliance on digital promotion to enhance destination visibility. Sungai Penuh
City is used as an empirical context rather than an object of theoretical generalization, allowing the
findings to contribute to broader urban tourism theory concerning medium-sized destinations in
emerging economies.

3.2 Sample and Data Collection

Data were collected from tourists who had previously visited the city. A purposive sampling technique
was employed to ensure that respondents possessed direct travel experience and were therefore capable
of evaluating city branding perceptions, electronic word of mouth, city image, and visiting decisions.
Data were collected from tourists who had previously visited Sungai Penuh City. To ensure the
relevance of responses, the study applied several selection criteria: respondents had to be at least 18
years old, have visited Sungai Penuh City within the last three years, and possess experience accessing
online travel information or social media related to the destination. A purposive sampling technique
was employed to ensure that respondents possessed sufficient travel experience to evaluate city
branding perceptions, electronic word of mouth, city image, and visiting decisions. This sampling
approach is consistent with prior tourism studies focusing on perceptual and behavioral constructs.
The survey was administered using a structured questionnaire that was distributed both online and in
person to maximize response diversity. A total of 360 valid responses were included in the final
analysis. This sample size exceeded the minimum requirements for Partial Least Squares Structural
Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM), providing sufficient statistical power to estimate the proposed model
and test the mediation effects.

3.3 Measurement of Constructs

All constructs in this study were measured using multi-item scales adapted from the established tourism
and destination marketing literature to ensure content validity. City branding was measured using items
that captured perceptions of destination identity, uniqueness, and attractiveness. Electronic Word-of-
Mouth (e-WOM) was operationalized through items reflecting the credibility, usefulness, and influence
of online reviews and digital travel narratives. City image was measured as a multidimensional construct
that captures both cognitive and affective evaluations of the destination. Tourists’ visiting decisions
were assessed using items reflecting intention, preference, and decision confidence.

All measurement items were assessed using a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree)
to 5 (strongly agree). The questionnaire items were carefully reviewed and refined to ensure their clarity,
relevance, and contextual appropriateness. Where necessary, minor wording adjustments were made to
reflect the characteristics of the study context while maintaining consistency with the original scale.

3.4 Data Analysis Technique

The data were analyzed using Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM),
implemented with SmartPLS software. PLS-SEM was selected because it is well-suited for predictive
research, complex models with multiple constructs, and mediation analysis. Moreover, PLS-SEM does
not impose strict normality assumptions and is appropriate for studies that focus on theory development
and extension.

The analysis was performed using a two-step procedure. First, the measurement model was evaluated
to assess internal consistency, reliability, convergent validity, and discriminant validity using
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established criteria. Second, the structural model was assessed to test the hypothesized relationships
among the constructs. Bootstrapping with 5,000 resamples was used to evaluate the significance of the
path coefficients and indirect effects. This procedure provides robust estimates of the standard errors
and confidence intervals, ensuring reliable hypothesis testing.

4. Results and Discussions

4.1 Results

4.1.1 Measurement Model Assessment

The measurement model was evaluated to assess internal consistency reliability, convergent validity,
and discriminant validity before examining the structural relationships. Internal consistency reliability
was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability indices (pa and pc), and convergent
validity was evaluated using average variance extracted (AVE) values.

As presented in Table 1, all constructs demonstrated strong internal consistency, with Cronbach’s alpha
values exceeding the recommended threshold of 0.70. The composite reliability values also exceeded
the minimum criterion, indicating that the measurement items consistently represented their respective
constructs. Convergent validity was established, as all AVE values were well above the recommended
threshold of 0.50, confirming that the constructs explained a substantial proportion of the variance in
their indicators. Overall, these results indicate that the measurement model exhibits satisfactory
reliability and convergent validity and is therefore suitable for subsequent structural model analysis.

Table 1. Construct reliability and convergent validity

Composite | Composite Average
. . Loading Cronbach' A e variance
Variables Indicator reliability | reliability
Factor s alpha extracted
(rho_a) (rho_c¢) (AVE)
CI1; CI2; 0.899; 0.876;
. CI3; Cl4; 0.887; 0.898;
City Image CI5: Cl6- 0.829: 0.908: 0.958 0.958 0.965 0.773
CI7; CI8 0.864; 0.871
CB1; CB2; | 0.899; 0.888;
City CB3; CB4; | 0.890; 0.904;
Branding CB5; CB6; | 0.832;0.912; 0.959 0.960 0.966 0.779
CB7; CB8 | 0.878;0.858
EWI1; EW2; | 0.895;0.905;
e-WOM EW3; EW4; | 0.902; 0.916; 0.950 0.952 0.960 0.802
EWS; EW6 | 0.840;0.913
KB1; KB10; | 0.902; 0.867;
Purchasing KB2; KB3; | 0.890; 0.897;
Decision KB4; KB5; | 0.837;0.923; 0.969 0.970 0.973 0.783
KB6; KB7; | 0.906; 0.842;
KB8; KB9; | 0.918; 0.862

4.1.2 Structural Model Evaluation

The structural model was assessed to examine the hypothesized relationships among city branding,
electronic Word-of-Mouth (e-WOM), city image, and tourists’ visiting decisions. Bootstrapping with
5,000 resamples was used to evaluate the significance of the path coefficients. The results indicate that
the model explains a substantial proportion of the variance in both city image and tourists’ visiting
decisions, suggesting strong explanatory power.
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Figure 2. Structural model results of the PLS-SEM Analysis

4.1.3 Direct Effects

The results of the direct effects analysis are shown in Table 2. City branding had a positive and
significant effect on tourists’ visiting decisions (f = 1.002, p < 0.001), supporting H;. This coefficient
indicates that stronger city branding perceptions are associated with a higher likelihood of tourists
visiting the destination. Electronic word-of-mouth also has a positive and significant influence on
tourists’ visiting decisions (B = 0.573, p < 0.05), supporting H,. This suggests that positive online
reviews and digital travel narratives increase tourists’ confidence in choosing a destination.

City branding exerts a strong positive effect on city image (f = 1.250, p < 0.001), supporting Hs. This
finding indicates that effective branding strategies contribute significantly to the formation of a
favorable perception of the city among tourists, while electronic word-of-mouth also significantly
influences the city image (f = 0.831, p < 0.001), supporting H,. This result shows that user-generated
online content plays an important role in shaping tourists’ destination perceptions. In addition, city
image has a positive and significant effect on tourists’ visiting decisions (B = 0.691, p < 0.05),
supporting Hs. This implies that a more favorable perception of the city increases tourists’ intention and
confidence in visiting the destination. These findings indicate that both institutional branding signals
and peer-generated digital information play important roles in shaping destination perception and tourist
behavior.

Table 2. Direct effects of city branding, e-WOM, and City Image on Tourists’ Visiting Decisions

Hypothesis Path B t-value p-value Result
H,; City branding — Visiting decision 1002 12329 0.000 Supported
H, e-WOM — Visiting decision 0.573 10814 0.015 Supported
H; City branding — City image 1250 22051 0.000 Supported
H, e-WOM — City image 0.831 14587 0.000 Supported
H; City image — Visiting decision 0.691 10797 0.025 Supported

4.1.4 Mediating Effects

The mediating role of city image was examined through indirect effects analysis using a bootstrapping
procedure. The results presented in Table 3 indicate that city image significantly mediates the
relationship between city branding and tourists’ visiting decisions (§ = 0.863, p <0.01), supporting Hs.
Similarly, city image significantly mediated the relationship between electronic word-of-mouth and
tourists’ visiting decisions (B = 0.574, p < 0.01), supporting H;. These findings suggest that city
branding and e-WOM influence tourists’ visiting decisions directly and indirectly through the formation
of a favorable city image. These results confirm that city image functions as an important psychological
mechanism through which branding and online narratives influence tourists’ decisions to visit.
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Table 3. Indirect Effects of City Image in the Structural Model (Mediation Analysis)

Hypothesis Indirect Path B t-value | p-value | Result
H, City branding — City image — 0.863 | 10.924 | 0.002 | Supported
Visiting decision
H, ¢-WOM — City image — 0.574 | 10.070 | 0.004 | Supported
Visiting decision
4.2 Discussion

This study examined how city branding and electronic Word-of-Mouth (e-WOM) shape tourists’
visiting decisions through the mediating role of city image in a medium-sized emerging tourism city.
By integrating institutional branding strategies, peer-generated online narratives, and perceptual image
formation into a single framework, the findings provide important insights into tourist decision-making
processes in digitally mediated contexts of urban tourism.

First, the results demonstrate that city branding has a strong and significant effect on tourists’ visit
decisions. This finding reinforces the strategic role of city branding in enhancing destination
competitiveness, particularly for emerging tourism cities that lack strong global reputations. Consistent
with destination brand equity perspectives, city branding strengthens brand awareness, perceived
quality, and loyalty, which ultimately encourages tourists to choose a destination (Shen & Ma, 2022;
Vinh et al., 2019). Moreover Indriani (2024) highlights that in post-pandemic tourism recovery, city
branding initiatives supported by social media engagement are increasingly essential for revitalizing
tourism demand. These results suggest that medium-sized cities such as Sungai Penuh must rely on
deliberate branding efforts to establish legitimacy, differentiation, and attractiveness in competitive
tourism markets (Fatmawati & Maharani, 2023).

Second, the findings confirm that e-WOM significantly influences tourists’ decisions to visit. This
supports the growing consensus that tourists increasingly prioritize user-generated online content when
evaluating a destination. Anggraeni, Widagdo, and Handayani (2022) found that e-WOM directly
shapes tourists’ perceptions of destination attractiveness and city image, while Muslim et al. (2021)
argue that e-WOM may even exert a stronger influence on visiting decisions than branding itself. This
highlights the critical importance of online reputation management, as tourists often rely on digital
feedback to reduce uncertainty and build trust before traveling, especially in emerging tourism markets
(Hernowo et al., 2022).

More importantly, this study provides robust evidence that city image plays a pivotal mediating role in
translating both cities branding and e-WOM into tourists’ visitation decisions. This finding supports the
argument that branding and digital narratives exert a stronger behavioral influence when they contribute
to the formation of a favorable city image. Indriani (2024) emphasizes that e-WOM strengthens the
effectiveness of city branding by enhancing perceived credibility and attractiveness, while Kusumawati
et al. (2019) confirm that city image mediates the relationship between e-WOM exposure and visit
intention. Similarly, Kakirala and Singh (2020) demonstrate that e-WOM fosters trust and satisfaction,
which are essential components of positive destination image formation. Thus, tourists’ visiting
decisions are not driven merely by direct information exposure but by how branding signals and online
experiences are cognitively processed and emotionally evaluated through the city image.

Furthermore, the findings highlight the distinctive dynamics of medium-sized emerging tourism cities,
where competitiveness depends heavily on perception management rather than on established symbolic
capital. A strong city image is a strategic asset that compensates for limited global visibility and
enhances tourists’ willingness to visit. Azhar et al. (2022) show that a positive destination image not
only increases visit intention but also strengthens revisit behavior, particularly in post-pandemic
contexts where trust and reassurance are highly valued. Empirical studies have also demonstrated that
city branding, e-WOM, and city image jointly shape tourists’ interest in visiting emerging destinations,
such as religious and nature-based attractions (KR et al., 2023; Pramesti & Sholahuddin, 2024). This
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confirms that city image serves as an essential cognitive—affective mechanism linking institutional
branding and peer-generated narratives to tourist decision making.

Overall, this study underscores that effective tourism development in medium-sized cities requires an
integrated approach that aligns official branding strategies with active management of e-WOM and
digital storytelling. Destination managers should recognize that city branding and online narratives are
mutually reinforcing forces that shape the city’s image and influence tourists’ visiting decisions.
Therefore, strengthening branding consistency, encouraging positive online discourse, and cultivating
a coherent city image are critical strategies for enhancing tourism competitiveness in digitally mediated
urban tourism markets.

5. Conclusions

5.1 Conclusion

This study examined how city branding and electronic Word-of-Mouth (e-WOM) influence tourists’
visiting decisions through the mediating role of city image in a medium-sized emerging tourism city.
By integrating these constructs into a unified explanatory framework and empirically testing the
proposed model using Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM), this study
provides deeper insights into tourist decision-making processes within urban tourism destinations that
lack strong global brand recognition.

The findings demonstrate that both city branding and e-WOM exert significant direct effects on tourists’
visit decisions. City branding strengthens destination attractiveness by enhancing tourists’ awareness,
perceived quality, and emotional attachment, while e-WOM serves as a credible digital information
source that shapes tourists’ trust and expectations before travel. These results confirm that institutional
branding efforts and peer-generated online narratives are critical drivers of tourist behavior in digitally
mediated tourism markets.

More importantly, the study reveals that city image plays a pivotal mediating role in translating branding
signals and e-WOM into tourists’ visit decisions. City image functions as a cognitive—affective
mechanism through which tourists interpret destination identity cues and experiential online
information. This highlights that tourists’ visiting decisions are shaped not merely by exposure to
branding or online content but by how these information sources are processed into favorable
perceptions and emotional evaluations of the city. Overall, this study contributes to the urban tourism
and destination marketing literature by emphasizing the strategic importance of perception management
for medium-sized emerging tourism cities competing in increasingly digitalized environments.

From a practical perspective, these findings provide important guidance for destination managers and
local governments in medium-sized tourism cities. Local authorities should strengthen city branding
strategies by developing a clear and distinctive destination identity that highlights the city’s unique
cultural and natural attractions. In addition, destination managers should actively manage electronic
word of mouth by encouraging positive online reviews, engaging with tourists through social media
platforms, and promoting user-generated content. Finally, tourism stakeholders should focus on
maintaining a consistent and positive city image through coordinated marketing communications,
service quality improvement, and enhanced visitor experiences. These strategies can help medium-sized
tourism destinations improve their visibility and competitiveness in the increasingly digital tourism
market.

5.2 Research Limitations

Despite these contributions, this study has several limitations. First, the research was conducted in a
single medium-sized emerging tourism city, which may limit the generalizability of the findings to other
destinations with different tourism characteristics. Second, the cross-sectional design captures tourists’
perceptions at only one point in time, whereas destination image and behavioral intentions may evolve.
Finally, the study relied on self-reported survey data, which may have involved response bias. Future
research should apply longitudinal and mixed-method approaches across multiple destinations to
strengthen external validity and provide deeper insights into tourists’ decision-making processes.
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5.3 Suggestions and Directions for Future Research

Based on these findings, several directions for future research are recommended. First, future studies
could expand the conceptual framework by incorporating additional constructs such as tourist
satisfaction, perceived authenticity, place attachment, and experience quality, which may further
explain how branding and e-WOM shape visiting behavior. Second, researchers should explore the
moderating role of demographic factors, travel motivation, and destination familiarity, as these
variables may influence how tourists interpret branding signals and online narratives. Examining the
differences between domestic and international tourists can also provide valuable insights into
destination competitiveness in global tourism markets.

Third, future research should investigate the role of emerging digital technologies, such as influencer
marketing, virtual tourism experiences, and Al-driven recommendation systems, which increasingly
shape e-WOM dynamics and destination-image formation. Such studies would deepen our
understanding of how medium-sized tourism cities can strategically adapt to rapidly changing digital
environments. Finally, comparative research between medium-sized emerging cities and globally
established metropolitan destinations would help clarify whether the mechanisms identified in this study
differ according to the destination scale, symbolic capital, and tourism maturity.
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