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Technolo expansion of social networks in recent
years have tr | patterns of trust and legitimacy in the
tourism industr i y for the emergence of the concept of digital
i tourism destinations. In this framework, the
tions is no longer shaped solely through official
nal advertising, but is reproduced within the context
ser perceptions. The aim of this study is to explain
the role of social netw in the digital credibility of tourism destinations,
emphasizing the mediating role of destination mental image. This research is
applied in terms of purpose and descriptive-correlational in terms of
methodology, using a quantitative approach and structural equation modeling.
The statistical population consists of Iranian sports tourists who used social
networks to gather information for travel to the northwest region of Iran in
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2025 (1404 Persian calendar). Data were collected through 383 valid
questionnaires and analyzed using SPSS 26, Smart PLS 3, and Amos 24
software. The findings show that social networks have a positive and
significant effect on granting legitimacy to tourism destinations (B = 0.659, t
=12.467, p = 0.000) and simultaneously play an effective role in shaping the
destination’s mental image (f = 0.564, t = 10.520, p = 0.000). Furthermore,
the destination’s mental image has a strong and direct effect on destination
legitimacy (B = 0.699, t = 19.385, p = 0.000) and, as a mediating variable,
transmits part of the effect of social networks on legitimacy granting (f =
0.430, t = 10.835, p = 0.000). Based on the results, ycan be argued that the
legitimacy of tourism destinations in the digital sp results from the
interaction between social network representations and tourists” cognitive and
emotional processing. Thus, compared t
direct relationships, this study clarifies a ca nétworks —

mental image — destination legitimacy) an g on mental
image is key to understanding and managing deStinati gitimacy in the
media space. By presenting,a conceptual model, thisdsesearch contributes to
the theoretical literature on digi ibili ve as a practical guide

for destination managers‘d i akers to improve digital
marketing strategies andisustain

Keywords: Digita&gitima i ;*Social media; Destination image;
Destinatign legitimacy; Sp i

1. Introducti
Tourism underw:
technological devel

amental change in recent years, particularly as
ents reshaped how potential visitors assessed
destinations. Social nefworks expanded rapidly and altered traditional
patterns of trust and lggitimacy formation within the tourism industry.
In this new context, destination “legitimacy” was no longer shaped only
through official institutions or conventional advertising; it was
increasingly reproduced through digital interactions and user
perceptions. Consequently, digital credibility (validation) emerged as a
framework for explaining how tourism destinations gained acceptance
in online environments.

Research Question(s)
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This study sought to address the following questions:
1) Did social networks significantly and positively influence the
formation of destination mental image?
2) Did destination mental image significantly and positively
influence destination legitimacy?
3) Did destination mental image mediate the relationship between
social networks and destination legitimacy?

2. Literature Review
Legitimacy in tourism was previously lin to institutional
endorsement and formal communication, yet contehgporary research
suggested that online spaces provided mechanisms thgough which
legitimacy could be co-produced and sus . i etbings, users
did not only consume information; they.i pared, and

reinforced meanings. Within this process, S rks functioned
as interpretive environments where tourists e tered narratives,
visuals, and experiences S iCh’often appeared more
credible than purely prometio

Digital credibility w, derstood as a socially constructed
outcome. Soci oth, as distribution channels and as

interpretive contexis. Thel mic organization often guided
attentiont@ward specifi d this attention shaping influenced
tourists’ ev ions. It, tourists’ cognitive and emotional
i mined whether a destination was regarded
as acceptable, , and worthy of visitation.

Destination mental ipage emerged as a key perceptual structure within
this process. Destination image was generally defined as tourists’
beliefs, impressions, amd feelings toward a destination, and it influenced
travel-related decisi aking. Social networks, unlike traditional
media, provided multi-voiced and dynamic representations. Through
user-generated content and repeated exposure, they supported the
development and stabilization of mental image. Moreover, when mental
image was formed as positive, coherent, and meaningful, it was likely
to support normative judgments about legitimacy.

Institutional theory also offered a useful lens. According to institutional
isomorphism, legitimacy could be strengthened when a destination’s
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representations aligned with socially shared norms and expectations. In
online tourism markets, legitimacy was therefore shaped through
meanings that were repeatedly circulated and interpreted by users. This
implied that social networks might not directly generate legitimacy in a
straightforward manner; instead, they might do so by first shaping
mental image and then translating that image into legitimacy
judgments.

3. Methodology
This research was applied in terms of its purpoSe, and descriptive-
used, and structural equation modeling
relationships. The statistical population i nian sports
tourists who had used social networks
calendar) to gather information for traveling to west region of

Iran
Data were collected thro tionnaires after 400
questionnaires had b@‘str' ned. The questionnaires

had been com
networks relate

ndents’ experiences with social
choice. Data analysis was
3, and AMOS 24. Reliability and
ensure the adequacy of measurement
e structural model. Convergent validity
ere assessed, and model fit indices were
ere tested for significance, and mediation was
ing the indirect effect of social networks on
rough destination mental image.

instruments a
and discrimi
reported. Path es
evaluated by exam
destination legitimac

4. Results
The descriptive findings showed that the respondents were mostly
young and middle-aged, and the educational level was relatively high.
The mean scores indicated that respondents evaluated destination
mental image most favorably, while social networks received
comparatively lower (though still positive) evaluations. Destination
legitimacy received the highest overall assessment among the three
constructs.
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Measurement model results confirmed acceptable indicator loadings.
All item factor loadings were greater than 0.5 and had significant t-
values, which supported convergent validity. Reliability indicators also
showed acceptable performance: Cronbach’s alpha values, composite
reliability, and average variance extracted (AVE) exceeded acceptable
thresholds. Discriminant validity was also confirmed using the Fornell—
Larcker criterion, where the square root of AVE for each construct was
higher than its correlations with other constructs.

For the structural model, model fit was acceptable. Chi-square divided
by degrees of freedom, GFI, CFI, NFI, IFI, and oth@gcriteria supported

e Social networks p05| i i 3 uenced destination

legitimacy (f = 0.65
e Social networks p@si |veI
mental imatq‘O.S 4,

networks an i n legitimacy (indirect effect p = 0.430, t =
10.835, p =

5. Discussion
The findings showedHthat social networks played a strong and
significant role in | mizing tourism destinations in the digital space.
The high path coefficient suggested that digital interactions and user-
generated content had directly shaped tourists’ perceptions of
destination legitimacy. This result aligned with prior tourism research
that had emphasized the role of social networks in trust formation and
destination evaluation.

Importantly, social networks were found to affect destination mental
image meaningfully. This outcome supported the idea that digital
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representations were not merely informational; they also contributed to
cognitive and emotional interpretation. Through repeated exposure to
photos, comments, and shared experiences, tourists likely had
developed more structured and favorable mental representations of the
destination.

Destination mental image also emerged as a powerful predictor of
destination legitimacy. Even when social networks were present,
mental image represented a decisive mechan translating digital

internal interpretation processes.

Finally, mediation was confirmed. image
transmitted part of the effect of soc destination
legitimacy. In theoretical terms, this patt cated that the
legitimacy-building proc cognitive pathway
rather than a simple direc i esults supported the

institutional interpre‘i
destination rep
actical terms, the study implied
that destipation ma focus solely on increasing online

6. Conclusion
This study modeled
networks legitimized

digital credibility process by testing how social
urism destinations through the mediation of
destination mental image. The results confirmed that social networks
had significantly afid positively influenced destination mental image
and destination legitimacy. Destination mental image had also exerted
a strong direct effect on destination legitimacy. Moreover, it had
mediated the relationship between social networks and destination
legitimacy, which clarified the causal pathway: social networks —
destination mental image — destination legitimacy.

The findings contributed to the literature on digital credibility by
demonstrating that legitimacy in online tourism environments emerged
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from the interaction between digital representations and tourists’
cognitive-emotional processing. In addition, the study offered
implications for destination managers and policymakers: strategies that
improved online engagement without ensuring a coherent and positive
destination mental image were likely to be less effective. Future
research should consider other tourist segments, use longitudinal
designs, and explore more detailed dimensions of mental image to
enhance explanation of legitimacy-building mechanisms in different

cultural and platform contexts.
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