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Abstract

:

The purpose of this study is to check whether the image of a country can be configured by the interaction of cognitive and emotional experiences with the functional, hedonic, and symbolic benefits perceived by the visitor. It is intended to verify whether this multidimensional image facilitates the connection between people’s familiarity with the country, its reputation, and their satisfaction. A non-probabilistic convenience sample has been used. An online questionnaire has been applied. In total, 1812 valid answers have been obtained. Through a structural equations model (SEM), the quantitative analysis has been developed. This study revealed that the country’s image has a multidimensional configuration that positively connects people’s familiarity with a country with its reputation and with visitor satisfaction. This proposed new approach to configure the image of a country based on its visitors can be a key tool for implementing destination marketing strategies.
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1. Introduction


The tourist industry is of global importance, creating approximately 120 million jobs annually [1] and contributing more than USD 2.7 billion to the world GDP. Despite the health crisis generated by COVID-19, this figure is projected to increase by more than USD 1 billion by the year 2029 [2]. In 2018 alone, 1.4 million people visited various countries around the world, generating a total of USD 1562 billion in inbound tourism revenue. Of these tourist trips, 15% were to Latin America and North America, contributing USD 338 billion to inbound revenue in these regions. According to the receptive tourism rankings for 2018, 5.7 million foreign tourists visited Chile, which generated approximately USD 3 billion in revenue. In the same period, 41.3 million foreign tourists traveled to Mexico, generating revenue of approximately USD 22.5 billion [1].



Tourism marketing is the systematic, consistent, and constant effort of destination marketing organizations (DOMs) to develop, formulate, and implement their strategies in order to make tourism an unforgettable experience for their visitors [3]. A destination country can be defined as a geographical region that is perceived by tourists as a single entity and that has a political and legislative framework that allows for the commercialization and planning of tourism [4] to be competitive [5] in the national and international tourism industry [6]. To be competitive, a country must be sufficiently desirable for tourists to select it as a destination, and, consequently, many factors influence this selection process [7]. Individuals respond not only to changes in a country’s image [8] but also to more structural changes that affect their perceptions [9]. Image is one of the principal factors that most affect tourists’ choice to visit a country [10]; since it affects an individual’s subjective perception and subsequent behavior [11], a country’s image can be a decisive factor for a foreign tourist when deciding to visit [12].



The magnitude of the role that a country’s image plays has been extensively reflected in the previous literature [13]; however, despite this in-depth discussion and analysis, image formation remains a critical analytical factor, which may be derived from impressions obtained from non-commercial sources (organic image) and marketing strategies (induced image) [14], or those obtained autonomously [15]. Evidence has indicated that a country’s image can be formed through cognitive, affective [16], and conative dimensions [17]; through its holistic attributes [18]; through the image attributes that can be viewed online [19]; and by factors such as accessibility, the environment, local support, opportunities for conferences, facilities, and other intangible factors [20].



As an increasing number of countries depend on tourism to generate jobs and income [21], and despite the lack of agreement regarding its composition, the international communication of a country’s image is a key factor for success. For example, Ireland’s image might positively or negatively influence French tourists’ decision-making process when evaluating whether to visit the country. The same pattern has been observed among foreign tourists who wish to enjoy the Canary Islands [22] and those who long to visit Thailand [23] or India [24].



A country’s image may be a consequence of its cognitive and affective image [25], [26], of the credibility of the source of information about it [27], the country’s physical and intangible attributes [28], of its brand awareness [29,30], of the joy and positive surprises the country offers [31], any perceived risks [32], or of attitudes towards ecological behaviors [33]. However, in another sense, this image may be an antecedent of an attachment to the country [34], a memorable tourist experience [35], support for tourism and the intention to recommended [36], loyalty to the country [37], and visit intention [38].



Given the effect of the Internet, social networks, and big data in the tourism industries [39], the divergence of views on the formation of country image has been widened and enriched, although a final agreement has not yet been reached. While the image from a neuropsychological perspective could be seen as the result of interdependence between emotion, cognition, and perception of the individual [40], there is, to date, little evidence that the interaction between cognitive and affective experiences and the benefits perceived by an individual has been considered as components of a country’s image. We try to fill this gap. In addition, this study explores the ability of a country’s image to connect familiarity with reputation and visitor satisfaction and aims to test whether a country’s reputation affects visitor satisfaction. Although there are many common factors between places, this alone is not enough for visitors to perceive their causes and effects in the same way [41]. Likewise, given visitors’ differing characteristics, it is impossible to ensure a consistent perception of a country [42]. Emerging economies such as Chile and Mexico, where economic growth depends on tourism [43], seem to be two suitable cases to verify the role of a country’s image.




2. Literature Review


2.1. Components of a Multidimensional Country Image


A country’s image plays a key role in the process of destination selection [42] and in visitors’ predicted behaviors [44]. An image can be defined as a perception or as the sum of the favorable or unfavorable beliefs, ideas, and impressions that a tourist has of a particular country [45]. This country image is a multidimensional concept [46], formed through cognitive and affective experiences in the place [47]. Cognitive experience is understood as the beliefs or knowledge that a person gains regarding the characteristics or attributes of a country’s image [48], while affective experience represents a tourist’s feelings toward a country [49]. The affective experience will be the result of the feelings that the attributes of the country generate in the visitor [50].



As abovementioned, image can be formed through cognitive, affective, and conative dimensions [51], and even combinations of structured and unstructured techniques have been used to capture the general attributes of a country’s image [52], which can be further defined as the perception of the benefits that it is expected a country can provide [53]. The marketing literature has classified these benefits into three different but complementary types—functional benefits, hedonic benefits, and symbolic benefits [54]—that translate into the benefits a visitor perceives they may obtain through their functional, hedonic, and symbolic experiences with the country’s image [55]. The perceived functional benefits can be defined as what a country offers through its characteristics and attributes according to the rational requirements of the visitor [56]. The perceived Hedonic benefits (visual attraction, distraction, escape), meanwhile, can be defined as the pleasant experiences a tourist obtains through multisensory stimuli and the fulfillment of their wishes in the country [57]. Finally, the perceived symbolic benefits can be understood as the visitor’s perception of the country’s social identity and self-concept [58]. With this in mind, this study hypothesized the following:



Hypothesis 1 (H1).

The image of the country is formed by the interaction of cognitive and emotional experiences with functional, hedonic, and symbolic benefits perceived by the visitor.






2.2. Image of the Country as a Consequence of the Visitor’s Familiarity with the Country


Country familiarity is one of the main elements of connection with the visitor [59], and previous findings from the specialized literature have shown that familiarity with an international country has positive effects on tourists’ beliefs and evaluations [60]. Familiarity with a country can positively impact tourists’ level of interest and the likelihood of revisiting the same country in the future [61]. Thus, familiarity could be considered as a dimension capable of influencing tourists’ choice of which country to visit [62].



Country familiarity can be a valuable element of segmentation [63] and aid the retention of visitors to the country [64]. Further, this attribute draws attention to a place due to the knowledge acquired by visitors from their previous experiences [65] and/or through different sources of information [66]. In sum, familiarity affects image [67]; therefore, this study suggested the following hypothesis:



Hypothesis 2 (H2).

The greater a visitor’s familiarity with a country, the better the image they perceive.





Chile and Mexico are emerging economies that depend on tourism. Therefore, for both countries it is not only important to know the effect of familiarity on the image, but it is also necessary to observe the intensity of this effect. From this perspective, the following hypothesis is proposed:



Hypothesis 2a (H2a).

The effect of country familiarity on country image will be constant in both Chile and Mexico.






2.3. Country Image as an Antecedent of Its Reputation and Visitor Satisfaction


The image of a country has been considered as a perceptual construct. The reputation of a country has been considered as a construct of representation The image and reputation of a country emerge in international environments [68]. The image on a subjective level and reputation as an emerging public evaluation here is a strong and positive link between image as a precedent for an organization’s reputation [69], and a destination`s image positively impacts its reputation [70]. The reputation can be defined as an objective and subjective evaluation carried out by the internal, peripheral, and external stakeholders of the tourist destination [71]. Image also has a positive effect on hotels’ corporate reputation [72], and the positive effect of image on reputation can be observed in the financial market [73], business management [74], organizational standpoints [75], and competitive network perspectives in various industrial sectors [76]. Accordingly, this study suggested the following:



Hypothesis 3 (H3).

The better a country’s image is, the better its reputation is.





Although, it is necessary to know if the image of Chile and Mexico affects their reputation, it is inevitable for both countries to know the intensity of this effect in order to seek alternatives for improvement if necessary. Given this context, the following hypothesis is proposed:



Hypothesis 3a (H3a).

The effect of country image on reputation will be constant in both Chile and Mexico.





The image of a destination has a positive influence on visitor satisfaction. This influence makes it possible to shape the expectations that visitors form before visiting the destination [77]. Satisfaction is the result of the evaluation of the different experiences of a tourist in the destination [78]. In a country, as a destination, the focus of services and relationships should be their effects on visitors’ long-term satisfaction [79], and a country’s image is considered to be a key antecedent of visitor satisfaction. The synergy of this relationship is clearly expressed when individuals visit international tourist destinations [80]; waterparks [77]; different provinces [81]; historical places [82,83]; cities [84]; tourist centers [80]; locations with sun, sea, and sand [85]; or islands [86]. In the same way, a company’s image has a positive impact on its consumers’ satisfaction [87]. For example, it has been shown that ecological brand image impacts green consumers’ satisfaction [88], while the image of a restaurant has been observed to also positively affect customer satisfaction [89]. Consequently, it is possible to hypothesize the following:



Hypothesis 4 (H4).

The better a country’s image is, the greater the visitor satisfaction is.





Visitor satisfaction is the core of a country that wants to be visited. In this sense, it is not only necessary to know if the image of Chile and Mexico affect this satisfaction, but it is also essential to observe the value of this effect in a specific way for both countries. From this point of view, the following hypothesis is proposed:



Hypothesis 4a (H4a).

The effect of country image on visitor satisfaction will be constant in both Chile and Mexico.






2.4. Country Reputation as an Antecedent of Visitor Satisfaction


The reputation of a destination reduces the level of risk in tourist decision-making by positively affecting their expectations before a visit. In this way, the reputation of a destination influences visitor satisfaction [90]. Country reputation has a direct and positive effect on visitor satisfaction [91]. In the same way, a hotel’s reputation [92] has a positive influence on its guests’ satisfaction, while a restaurant’s reputation positively affects consumers’ satisfaction [93]. Likewise, in the e-tail [94] and e-commerce [95] markets, the positive effect that a seller’s reputation has on consumers in different cultures has become increasingly important. Brand reputation is a key antecedent of consumer satisfaction [96], and employees’ perceptions of the external reputation of a company have a positive effect on their job satisfaction [97]. Given these antecedents, the following hypothesis was proposed:



Hypothesis 5 (H5).

The better a country’s reputation is, the greater the visitor satisfaction is.





Reputation is a sensitive element in selecting and visiting a country. Therefore, it is very important to verify the effect of the reputation of Chile and Mexico on the satisfaction of visitors and not only that, but it is also necessary to observe the value of this effect in both countries.



Hypothesis 5a (H5a).

The effect of country reputation on visitor satisfaction will be constant in both Chile and Mexico.





As shown in Figure 1 having broken down the theoretical framework and the underlying hypotheses, the following theoretical model of this study is proposed:



Schematically:





3. Materials and Methods


3.1. Data Collection


A non-probabilistic sample was used for this study [98], which surveyed foreign visitors over 18 years of age who had visited Chile and Mexico at least once in 2018 (see Table 1). Verification was made via open statements. The final survey was completed by a total of 1812 foreign visitors (899 to Chile and 913 to Mexico). The country of origin of the respondents being 89% from America and the Caribbean, 8% from Europe, 0.07% from Africa, 0.39% from the Middle East, 1.12% from Oceania, 1.24% from Asia, and 0.18% from other countries in the world. To avoid seasonal bias, data collection was conducted during the entire 12 months of 2018, according to the statistical proportions provided by the Tourism Services of Chile [99] and Mexico [100].




3.2. Instrument


Given the study’s international context, a questionnaire was prepared in Spanish and English. To refine the questionnaire to accurately reflect Spanish language idioms, the survey was initially applied to 100 final-year business school students in Chile and Mexico. Likewise, exchange students from different English-speaking countries were interviewed to inform the completion of the English language questionnaire. Both questionnaires were reviewed by bilingual university professors of English Pedagogy in Chile and Mexico, facilitating the standardization of each question. Final questionnaire and informed consent were validated by the Institutional Ethics Committee.



Scales from previous studies were used as a reference to construct the present study’s measurement scales, including those that measure country image [101,102], country reputation [103], country familiarity [104], and visitor satisfaction [105]. These scales were adapted through rigorous analysis, according to De Wulf and Odekerken-Schröder’s [106] recommendation.



A series of interviews were then conducted with both foreign visitors from different countries to Chile and Mexico and commercial executives from tourism agencies and tour operators from both countries. A modified version of the method by Zaichkowsky [107] was used for this analysis. Each participant was asked to rate each of the items with respect to their dimension, considering the following three alternatives: clearly representative, somewhat representative, or not representative. Those items in which there was a high level of consensus were retained [108]. The final scales and definitive questionnaire were then constructed. The items were written as affirmations, and participants were asked to respond via a 7-point Likert scale. Each question was written to ensure that it could be understood and answered by respondents who had visited either Chile or Mexico (see Table 2).



Finally, with this initial questionnaire, a quantitative pretest was carried out for both countries with a random sample of 50 people. Subsequently, exploratory factor analysis was performed on the data obtained through this pretest that calculated the Cronbach’s alpha for each of the resulting dimensions. Through this analysis, it was possible to ratify the presence of each of the dimensions that formed the questionnaire scales.




3.3. Data Analysis


Data analysis was performed using the statistical package IBM SPSS version 25. Structural equation modeling (SEM) was used to test the study’s theoretical hypotheses and complex variables.





4. Results


4.1. Evaluation of the Measurement Model


A psychometric analysis was performed to obtain scales with a good degree of dimensionality, reliability, and validity for the data. Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) and several reliability analyses were conducted to determine Cronbach’s alpha, construct reliability, and extracted variance (AVE). An analysis of the principal components with varimax rotation was also performed to check if any components did not subscribe to their size [109]. All the indicators presented a quantity of one-dimensionality, with factor loads larger than 0.4 [9]; therefore, it was not necessary to eliminate any indicators from the scales evaluated (see Table 3).



Indicators with a weak convergence condition should be eliminated alongside the latent variables that they correspond to. In this case, a student t larger than 2.28 (p < 0.01) was necessary. Secondly, the variables with loads that translated into standardized coefficients smaller than 0.5 should be isolated. Finally, any indicator with a linear R2 ratio smaller than 0.3 should be eliminated. In this analysis, the first and second criteria of elimination and isolation were not applied because a strong convergence with the corresponding latent variables was noted (greater than a student t of 2.28). Likewise, in all the other cases, the standardized coefficients were greater than 0.5.



To check that cognitive experience and hedonic benefits were second-order variables, a rival model strategy was used [110], contrasting a first-order model with another second-order model. In these two cases, the second-order model showed a better match than the first (Table 4), corroborating the multidimensionality of the second order of both constructs. Thus, it was shown that cognitive experience and hedonic benefits were multidimensional factors. The interrelationship between the five dimensions (cognitive and affective experiences associated with the functional, hedonic, and symbolic benefits perceived by the visitor), comprising country image was then tested by analyzing the Pearson correlations, which were all positive with p values < 0.001.



Next, CFA was applied to the construction of cognitive evaluation and hedonic benefits, which included all their dimensions. Subsequently, the same process was conducted using the variables from the proposed theoretical model, including country image, country familiarity, country reputation, and visitor satisfaction. It was not necessary to eliminate any indicators in either case. Satisfactory adjustments were obtained for the country image model and the proposed final model. For the country image model: IFI 0.9; CFI 0.9; RMSEA 0.06; Normed χ2 8.9; p < 0.001, while for the proposed final model: IFI 0.9; CFI 0.9; RMSEA 0.05; Normed χ2 7.1; p < 0.001.



When the best model was found, every scale was evaluated for reliability using Cronbach’s alpha (limit 0.7), composite construct reliability (limit 0.7) [111] and AVE (limit 0.5) [112]. The data’s normality was evaluated via the observation of the univariate normality using asymmetry and kurtosis tests. The findings demonstrated that the absolute values of bias and kurtosis were smaller than two [7]. In sum, the findings demonstrated that the minimum values required by these reliability parameters were reached in all cases (Table 5).



To conclude these analyses, validity was confirmed including content and construct validity. All the scales had an optimal degree of content validity, resulting from the qualitative and quantitative process carried out [106].



This study included an analysis of critical incidents experienced by visitors to Chile and Mexico. The scales were refined via focus groups with these individuals, along with comprehensive interviews with tour operators and travel agency executives. To ensure the validity of the construct, a test was conducted to discover whether the suggested scale agreed with the convergent and discriminant validity. Convergent validity was confirmed through the standardized coefficients of the CFA, which were statistically significant at 0.01 and larger than 0.5 [113]. To confirm the discriminant validity, a confidence interval test was performed [114]. The confidence intervals resulting from the correlations between the different latent variables that comprised the country image CFA model were observed. In such a procedure, discriminant validity is confirmed when the value one is not contained in the confidence interval [115]. All the correlations observed in the present study met this criterion. The variation obtained between the χ2 statistic of the proposed CFA model was compared with the value of this statistic in identical alternative models. These models considered pairs of latent variables in order to determine their discriminant validity coefficient at one. As shown in Table 6, this procedure revealed that country image and the full model had discriminant validity, since the statistic χ2 of the obtained model was significantly less than for the other models [116].




4.2. Evaluation of Structural Model


The adjustment of the structural model remained within the acceptable ranges [115]: IFI 0.91; CFI 0.91; RMSEA 0.065; Normed χ2 8.6; p < 0.001. As seen in Figure 2, the standardized β obtained showed that familiarity with a country had a direct and positive effect on the country’s image (β 0.81; R2 0.66; p < 0.001). Further, country image had a direct and positive effect on country reputation (β 0.72; R2 0.51; p < 0.001) and visitor satisfaction (β 0.25; R2 0.82; p < 0.001;). Country reputation also had a direct and positive effect on visitor satisfaction (β 0.71; R2 0.82; p < 0.001). Similarly, the standardized values of λ revealed that country image is composed of the cognitive evaluation (λ 0.58, p < 0.001), affective evaluation (λ 0.86, p < 0.001), functional benefits (λ 0.94, p < 0.001), symbolic benefits (λ 0.88, p < 0.001), and hedonic benefits perceived by the visitor (λ 0.96, p < 0.001).



As shown in Table 7, all five proposed hypotheses were validated.




4.3. Multigroup Analysis


Once the psychometric scales and subscales were verified, we commenced the equivalence analysis of measures between groups. From the optimal results observed, it was possible to make comparisons between the groups via the AMOS SPSS version 25 statistical package, which allowed the observation of the chi-square difference and the comparative adjustment index [117] between an unrestricted model (configurable invariance) (χ2 = 83.331; df = 4; CFI = 0.91; p < 0.001) and a restricted model (metric invariance) (χ2 = 562.0; df = 6; CFI = 0.91; p < 0.001) [118]. The observed indicators showed a good fit with the restricted model (metric invariance model), and the variation of the indices between the two models (Δχ2 = 478.7; Δdf = 2; p < 0.001) was statistically significant.



Given the observed values, it was possible to verify if differences existed at the level of each individual relationship proposed in the study’s four hypotheses [119]. A multigroup analysis between both groups was developed (Table 8). The first group comprised respondents who had visited Chile, while the second group comprised those who had visited Mexico. Subsequently, the value of χ2 was calculated for every relationship tested between both groups (scalar invariance). Next, to test the difference of χ2 [118], the calculated indicators were checked against the optimal reference value of χ2 = 89.97 (5) at a 99% confidence level (CL). Values over this threshold of χ2 were considered to be tangible evidence that there were important variations between the groups.



To observe the bias of Δχ2, given its sensitivity to sample size [117], a calculation of the critical proportion for both groups was conducted. If a critical relationship greater than ±1.96 was confirmed, it would be considered evidence that there were significant differences between both groups [119]. In the two tests, significant variations were observed in three of the four proposed relationships between the groups of respondents that had visited Chile and Mexico. For the relationship between the country familiarity and country image, the criteria of χ2 83.9 (5) were lower than the optimal threshold of χ2 89.97 (5), meeting the 99% confidence level. For the group that had visited Chile: β 0.71; p < 0.001, while for the group that had visited Mexico: β 0.73; p < 0.001 (H2a), meaning there was insufficient evidence in this relationship to declare significant differences between the groups [115]. The relationship between country image and country reputation, the criteria of χ2 101.1 (5) (higher than the optimal threshold of χ2 89.97 (5)) with a 99% confidence level were met. In this case, for the group of tourists that visited Chile: β 0.57; p < 0.001, and for the group that visited México: β 0.71; p < 0.001 (H3a); therefore, there was sufficient evidence to declare significant differences between the groups. For the relationship between country image and visitor satisfaction, the criteria of χ2 322.5 (5) (higher than the optimal threshold of χ2 89.97 (5)) with a 99% confidence level were met. In this case, for the group that visited Chile: β 0.57; p < 0.001, and for the group that visited México: β 0.12; p < 0.001 (H4a); thus, there was sufficient evidence to confirm significant differences between the groups. For the relationship between country reputation and visitor satisfaction, the criteria of χ2 542.6 (5) (higher than the optimal threshold of χ2 89.97 (5)) with a 99% confidence level were met. In this case, for the group that visited Chile: β 0.12; p < 0.001, and for the group that visited Mexico: β 0.80; p < 0.001 (H5a), providing sufficient evidence to declare significant differences between them. The multigroup data verification indicated that there were significant differences between the groups of visitors to Chile and Mexico in three out of the four hypotheses proposed by this study.





5. Discussion


This study demonstrated that country image is a mix of cognitive and affective experiences associated with the functional, hedonic, and symbolic benefits perceived by a visitor. Thus, we have validated hypothesis one.



This way, the characteristics of the facilities and the traditions of the place are key components in the creation of visitors’ cognitive experiences with a country. As such, a country must offer basic facilities such as airports, hotels, restaurants, hospitals, clinics, and shopping centers that are safe, varied, and comfortable. Moreover, a country’s individual traditions could provide staging for interesting cultural attractions (e.g., guided tours of Chichén Itza in Mexico), folklore experiences (e.g., visits to the Fiesta de La Tirana in Chile), or historical experiences (e.g., guided visits to San Juan de Ulúa in Mexico).



As has been shown, the affective evaluation of a country comprises people’s expressed feelings toward it. In the same way, achieving a positive affective experience, expressed, for example, through visitor happiness, is imperative for a country. It is no use establishing only a rational connection; rather, a strong emotional bond is required. It is here that a country’s inhabitants play a key role in creating this special feeling toward it. In this sense, every moment of interaction with the tourist should be guided toward the achievement of an emotional bond. The friendliness of the staff of hotels and restaurants could allow the circle of the emotional experience of the visitor to positively close.



The present study’s results showed that when selecting a destination, foreign visitors expect the country to provide what they are looking for. This characteristic of a place is a functional response to visitors’ requirements and is consistent with the findings of Byun and Jang [56]. For example, Chile is a functional country for visitors seeking adventure tourism. Mexico is a functional country for visitors seeking sun and beach tourism.



A country’s social identity and self-concept are further components of its image [58]. For instance, those belonging to Generation Z, considered to be the “intelligent age”, give more importance to the provision of information technologies, self-service, and personal reservation tools when choosing a country to visit. This is in contrast with Generation X, who generally only assess whether the country has an Internet connection to allow them to communicate through social networks [19]. As such, the symbolic benefit offered by the country affects the generational affinity of its visitors



Finally, the fifth component of a country’s image is its hedonic benefits. Here, the visual attractions of the place and its activity programming and provision, which provide individuals with distraction and an escape from their routine, play a key role in creating pleasant experiences. For example, visiting the Xcaret Entertainment Park in Mexico or visiting the Mamalluca Observatory in Chile will leave an unforgettable mark on the hedonic benefit perceived by visitors.



This new approach proposed for the configuration of the image of a country based on its visitors can be a key tool for implementing destination marketing strategies.



In addition, this multidimensional configuration of a country’s image makes it possible to positively connect familiarity with a country to its reputation and visitor satisfaction.



However, the image of the countries, thus formed, has succumbed to the dramatic effects of COVID-19 on the global tourism industry. In this new scenario, if Chile and Mexico do not consider a strict health protocol that prevents the spread of this lethal virus, the articulation and interaction of cognitive, affective experiences with the perceived functional, hedonic, and symbolic benefits are of no use.



It has been shown that the greater the familiarity of visitors with a country, the better the image they perceive. This is consistent with the profile of the sample used in our study. Of those surveyed in Chile and Mexico, 89% come from America and the Caribbean and have visited the country at least once in the last year. In addition to the geographic proximity, familiarity with both countries is based on the knowledge acquired by visitors from their previous experiences and/or through different sources of information [66]. According to these antecedents, hypothesis two has been validated.



The greater intensity of the effect of familiarity on the image of Mexico compared to Chile does not allow us to validate Hypothesis 2a. In other words, the effect of familiarity with the country on the country’s image is not constant, both in Chile and in Mexico.



It has been verified that the better the image of a country is, the better its reputation is. This finding is consistent with the arguments expressed by Minghetti and Celotto, 2015 [70]. Specifically, the image of Chile and Mexico formed by the interaction between cognitive and affective experiences and perceived functional, hedonic, and symbolic benefits, positively influence their reputation. In this way, hypothesis three was validated.



Given that a greater intensity of the effect of Mexico’s image on its reputation is observed compared to Chile, it is not possible to validate Hypothesis 3a. Thus, the effect of the country’s image on reputation will not be constant, both in Chile and in Mexico.



It has been found that the better the image of a country is, the greater the visitor’s satisfaction is. This finding is consistent with a study by Tang, 2014 [81]. In this sense, the image of Chile and Mexico formed by the interaction of cognitive and affective experiences with perceived functional, hedonic, and symbolic benefits positively impacts visitor satisfaction. Based on these antecedents, hypothesis four has been validated.



Due to the high intensity of the effect of Chile’s image on the satisfaction of its visitors in contrast to Mexico, it is not feasible to validate Hypothesis 4a. Therefore, the effect of the country’s image on visitor satisfaction will not be constant in either Chile or Mexico.



It has been proven that the better the reputation of a country is, the greater the visitor satisfaction is. This obtained result is consistent with the findings declared by Jin et al., 2008 [77]. In this regard, the reputation of Chile and Mexico have a direct and positive effect on the satisfaction of their visitors. Consequently, hypothesis five has been validated.



Due to the greater intensity of the effect of Mexico’s reputation on the satisfaction of its visitors compared to Chile, it is not possible to validate Hypothesis 5a. Therefore, the effect of the country’s reputation on visitor satisfaction will not be constant in either Chile or Mexico.



5.1. Practical Implications


This study has direct implications for decision-makers working in country image management in both public and private sector interest groups. The image of a country is a sensitive factor of choice for visitors. Even more so in this sanitary period. In this sense, it is necessary that the public and private stakeholders linked to the tourism industry in Chile and Mexico deploy a tourism marketing plan. Plan, whose sole purpose is to develop, formulate, and implement tourism strategies that allow creating unforgettable experiences for its visitors [3].




5.2. Limitations and Future Directions


Given the imminent consequences of COVID-19 in the image of countries, it is suggested that studies be carried out that allow us to observe the multidimensional image to choose a country through social networks.



Bear in mind that the image connects familiarity with the country with its reputation and with the satisfaction of visitors.



It is suggested that whether visitors share their experiences with destinations through social networks be investigated. This would allow us to know how social networks help people to become familiar with countries without the need to visit them.
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Figure 1. Theoretical model. 
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Figure 2. Structural model. 
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Table 1. Sample profile.
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Gender %

	
Civil Status %




	

	
Chile

	
Mexico

	

	
Chile

	
Mexico






	
Male

	
43

	
30

	
Single

	
62

	
77




	
Female

	
57

	
70

	
Married

	
26

	
23




	
Total

	
100

	
100

	
Other marital status

	
12

	
0




	

	
Total

	
100

	
100




	
Age %

	
Education Level %




	

	
Chile

	
Mexico

	

	
Chile

	
Mexico




	
18 to 24

	
63

	
16

	
University graduate

	
0

	
2




	
25 to 34

	
33

	
10

	
Postgraduate

	
0

	
0




	
Over 35

	
4

	
74

	
Incomplete university studies

	
100

	
98




	
Total

	
100

	
100

	
Total

	
100

	
100




	
Employment %

	
Income (US Dollars) %




	

	
Chile

	
Mexico

	

	
Chile *

	
Mexico **




	
Employed

	
100

	
96

	
Under 549

	

	
21




	
Looking for Work

	
0

	
4

	
Under 630

	
38

	




	
Student

	
0

	
0

	
Over 631

	
62

	




	
Total

	
100

	
100

	
Between 550 and 2144

	

	
69




	

	
Over 2150

	

	
10




	

	
Total

	
100

	
100








Note: * 1 USD = 746.6 Chilean pesos as of 29 December 2019. ** 1 USD = 18.86 Mexican pesos as of 29 December 2019.
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Table 2. Measurement scales.
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Cognitive experience (Coge)




	
Facilities

	
Cogf1

	
The facilities in this country are safe.




	
Cogf2

	
The facilities in this country are highly varied.




	
Cogf3

	
The facilities in this country are comfortable.




	
Own

traditions

	
Cgot1

	
This country has interesting cultural attractions.




	
Cgot2

	
This country has interesting folklore attractions.




	
Cgot3

	
This country has interesting historical attractions.




	
Affective experience (Afee)




	
Afee1

	
I was happy in this country.




	
Afee2

	
I was content in this country.




	
Afee3

	
I was cheerful in this country.




	
Afee4

	
This country is fun.




	
Afee5

	
I felt lively in this country.




	
Functional benefits (Funb)




	
Funb1

	
In this country, I found what I needed.




	
Funb2

	
In this country, I found what I was looking for.




	
Funb3

	
It was convenient to come to this country.




	
Funb4

	
Compared to other similar places, this country is the best place to visit.




	
Funb5

	
In this country, I found the ideal stay for me.




	
Hedonic benefits (Hedb)




	
Visual

attractions

	
Visa1

	
I like this country because of its landscape.




	
Visa2

	
I like this country because of its aesthetics.




	
Visa3

	
This country is a pleasure for my senses.




	
Visa4

	
I like to go sightseeing in this country.




	
Distraction

	
Dis1

	
This country is good for being distracted.




	
Dis2

	
This country is very lively.




	
Dis3

	
This country is ideal to observe how others have fun.




	
Escape

	
Esc1

	
This country helps me enjoy life.




	
Esc2

	
This country helps me escape from my daily routine.




	
Esc3

	
This country helps me feel like I am in another world.




	
Symbolic benefits (Symb)




	
Symb1

	
This country reflects what I am.




	
Symb2

	
This country is consistent with how I see myself.




	
Symb3

	
This country fits my lifestyle.




	
Symb4

	
This country is ideal for my friends.




	
Symb5

	
This country reflects my way of being.




	
Reputation (Rep)




	
Rep1

	
This country has a good reputation.




	
Rep2

	
This country has a better reputation than other similar places.




	
Rep3

	
People highly respect this country.




	
Rep4

	
People speak very well of this country.




	
Rep5

	
This country’s good reputation is backed up by its history.




	
Familiarity (Fam)




	
Fam1

	
This country is familiar to me.




	
Fam2

	
This country is very well known to me.




	
Fam3

	
I am always well informed about this country.




	
Fam4

	
I am always aware of this country.




	
Fam5

	
My friends and family say that I know this country very well.




	
Satisfaction (Sat)




	
Sat1

	
I had satisfying experiences in this country.




	
Sat2

	
I felt satisfied in this country.




	
Sat3

	
I felt satisfied in this country because the attention I received was ideal.




	
Sat4

	
I achieved important things in this country.




	
Sat5

	
I am satisfied with my decision to visit this country.
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Table 3. Factorial confirmatory analysis.






Table 3. Factorial confirmatory analysis.





	
Scales

	
Variable

	
Factor Load

	
Variance Explained (%)

	
Own Value






	
Country Image

	
Cognitive

experience

	
Facilities

	
Cogf1

	
0.9

	
80.4

	
2.4




	
Cogf2

	
0.9




	
Cogf3

	
0.9




	
Country traditions

	
Cgot1

	
0.9

	
82.2

	
2.5




	
Cgot2

	
0.9




	
Cgot3

	
0.9




	
Affective experience

	
Afee1

	
0.9

	
84.6

	
4.2




	
Afee2

	
0.9




	
Afee3

	
0.9




	
Afee4

	
0.9




	
Afee5

	
0.9




	
Functional benefit

	
Funb1

	
0.9

	
74.9

	
3.7




	
Funb2

	
0.9




	
Funb3

	
0.9




	
Funb4

	
0.8




	
Funb5

	
0.8




	
Symbolic benefit

	
Symb1

	
0.9

	
78.8

	
3.9




	
Symb2

	
0.9




	
Symb3

	
0.9




	
Symb4

	
0.8




	
Symb5

	
0.9




	
Hedonic benefit

	
Visual attractiveness

	
Visa1

	
0.8

	
73.4

	
2.9




	
Visa2

	
0.9




	
Visa3

	
0.9




	
Visa4

	
0.9




	
Distraction

	
Dis1

	
0.8

	
82.4

	
2.4




	
Dis2

	
0.9




	
Dis3

	
0.9




	
Escape

	
Esc1

	
0.9

	
78.7

	
2.4




	
Esc2

	
0.8




	
Esc3

	
0.8




	
Reputation

	
Rep1

	
0.9

	
79.4

	
4.0




	
Rep2

	
0.9




	
Rep3

	
0.9




	
Rep4

	
0.9




	
Rep5

	
0.8




	
Familiarity

	
Fam1

	
0.9

	
74.8

	
3.7




	
Fam2

	
0.9




	
Fam3

	
0.9




	
Fam4

	
0.9




	
Fam5

	
0.8




	
Satisfaction

	
Sat1

	
0.9

	
85.0

	
4.2




	
Sat2

	
0.9




	
Sat3

	
0.9




	
Sat4

	
0.9




	
Sat5

	
0.9
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Table 4. Multidimensional country image components.






Table 4. Multidimensional country image components.





	
Indicators

	
Recommended Value

	
First-Order

	
Second-Order






	
Cognitive experience




	
Absolute

	
NCP

	
Minimum

	
974.11

	
8.91




	
ECVI

	
Minimum

	
0.56

	
0.03




	
RMSEA

	
<0.08

	
0.24

	
0.03




	
Incremental

	
NFI

	
High (close to 1)

	
0.87

	
0.99




	
IFI

	
High (close to 1)

	
0.87

	
0.99




	
CFI

	
High (close to 1)

	
0.87

	
0.99




	
Parsimony

	
AIC

	
Minimum

	
1019.109

	
56.91




	
Normed χ2

	
[1; 5]

	
109,234

	
2.48




	
Hedonic benefit




	
Absolute

	
NCP

	
Minimum

	
2028.657

	
68.585




	
ECVI

	
Minimum

	
1.181

	
0.112




	
RMSEA

	
<0.08

	
0.16

	
0.04




	
Incremental

	
NFI

	
High (near to 1)

	
0.88

	
0.99




	
IFI

	
High (near to 1)

	
0.88

	
0.99




	
CFI

	
High (near to 1)

	
0.88

	
0.99




	
Parsimony

	
AIC

	
Minimum

	
2138.657

	
202.585




	
Normed χ2

	
[1; 5]

	
47.10

	
4.43
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Table 5. Construct validity and reliability.






Table 5. Construct validity and reliability.





	
Scales

	
Variable

	
Cronbach’s Alpha

	
Composite Reliability

	
Average Variance Extracted

	
Skew

	
Kurtosis






	
Country

Image

	
Cognitive

experience

	
Facilities

	
Cogf1

	
0.9

	
0.8

	
0.6

	
−1.2

	
1.5




	
Cogf2

	
−1.1

	
0.8




	
Cofg3

	
−1.1

	
0.9




	
Own traditions

	
Cgot1

	
0.9

	
0.8

	
0.6

	
−1.0

	
0.4




	
Cgot2

	
−0.6

	
−0.4




	
Cgot3

	
−0.9

	
−0.1




	
Affective experience

	
Afee1

	
0.9

	
0.9

	
0.8

	
−1.1

	
0.4




	
Afee2

	
−0.1

	
−0.1




	
Afee3

	
−0.1

	
0.2




	
Afee4

	
−0.8

	
−0.2




	
Afee5

	
−0.1

	
−0.1




	
Functional benefit

	
Funb1

	
0.9

	
0.9

	
0.7

	
−0.8

	
0.0




	
Funb2

	
−0.8

	
−0.1




	
Funb3

	
−0.5

	
−0.5




	
Funb4

	
−0.6

	
−0.3




	
Funb5

	
−0.8

	
0.2




	
Symbolic benefit

	
Symb1

	
0.9

	
0.9

	
0.8

	
−0.4

	
−0.5




	
Symb2

	
−0.4

	
−0.7




	
Symb3

	
−0.5

	
−0.6




	
Symb4

	
−0.6

	
−0.4




	
Symb5

	
−0.5

	
−0.5




	
Hedonic benefit

	
Visual attractiveness

	
Visa1

	
0.9

	
0.9

	
0.9

	
−1.0

	
0.7




	
Visa2

	
−0.8

	
−0.1




	
Visa3

	
−0.8

	
0.1




	
Visa4

	
−0.9

	
−0.1




	
Distraction

	
Dis1

	
0.9

	
0.9

	
0.9

	
−0.9

	
0.0




	
Dis2

	
−0.7

	
−0.2




	
Dis3

	
−0.7

	
−0.1




	
Escape

	
Esc1

	
0.9

	
0.9

	
0.9

	
−0.8

	
0.0




	
Esc2

	
−1.1

	
0.5




	
Esc3

	
−0.7

	
−0.3




	
Reputation

	
Rep1

	
0.9

	
0.9

	
0.9

	
−0.7

	
−0.6




	
Rep2

	
−0.5

	
−0.6




	
Rep3

	
−0.7

	
−0.5




	
Rep4

	
−0.6

	
−0.6




	
Rep5

	
−0.6

	
−0.5




	
Familiarity

	
Fam1

	
0.9

	
0.9

	
0.9

	
−0.8

	
0.0




	
Fam2

	
−0.9

	
0.3




	
Fam3

	
−0.9

	
0.4




	
Fam4

	
−0.9

	
0.4




	
Fam5

	
−0.9

	
0.2




	
Satisfaction

	
Sat1

	
0.9

	
0.9

	
0.9

	
−0.8

	
−0.4




	
Sat2

	
−0.8

	
−0.4




	
Sat3

	
−0.6

	
−0.7




	
Sat4

	
−0.7

	
−0.5




	
Sat5

	
−0.6

	
−0.7
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Table 6. Discriminant validity.






Table 6. Discriminant validity.





	
Confidence Interval Test

	




	
Bivariate Relationship

	
Confidence Intervals

	
Difference χ2 (df)






	
Full Model




	
Country familiarity—country image

	
0.805–0.813

	
7970.4 (1)

	
7835.6 (973)




	
Country image—country reputation

	
0.717–0.725

	
7939.1 (1)




	
Country image—visitor satisfaction

	
0.757–0.765

	
7927.9 (1)




	
Country reputation—visitor satisfaction

	
0.868–0.904

	
8351.0 (1)




	
Country image model




	
Cognitive experience—hedonic benefit

	
0.351–0.355

	
4984.2 (1)

	
4830.5 (419)




	
Cognitive experience—symbolic benefit

	
0.233–0.257

	
4947.8 (1)




	
Cognitive experience—functional benefit

	
0.318–0.326

	
4974.9 (1)




	
Cognitive experience—affective experience

	
0.369–0.385

	
4866.8 (1)




	
Affective experience—hedonic benefit

	
0.848–0.864

	
4899.5 (1)




	
Affective experience—symbolic benefit

	
0.719–0.723

	
4980.2 (1)




	
Affective experience—functional benefit

	
0.783–0.799

	
4902.2 (1)




	
Functional benefit—hedonic benefit

	
0.903–0.915

	
4835.4 (1)




	
Functional benefit—symbolic benefit

	
0.883–0.887

	
4925.5 (1)




	
Hedonic benefit—symbolic benefit

	
0.827–0.839

	
4866.3 (1)




	
Cognitive experience model




	
Country facilities—Country traditions

	
0.697–0.709

	
207.0 (1)

	
121.4 (8)




	
Hedonic benefit model




	
Visual attractiveness of the country—escape from routine

	
0.874–0.894

	
416.0 (1)

	
412.1 (32)




	
Visual attractiveness of the country—distraction

	
0.841–0.861

	
414.7 (1)




	
Distraction—escape from routine

	
0.939–0.971

	
454.2 (1)








Note: All coefficients significant at a level of 0.001.
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Table 7. Hypotheses verification.






Table 7. Hypotheses verification.





	
Hypothesis

	
Value

	
Path

	
Result






	
H1

	
Country image is a mix of five dimensions

	
Supported




	
H2

	
(+)

	
Country familiarity

	
→

	
Country image

	
Supported




	
H2a

	
The effect of country familiarity on country image will be constant in both Chile and Mexico.

	
Not Supported




	
H3

	
(+)

	
Country image

	
→

	
Country reputation

	
Supported




	
H3a

	
The effect of country image on country reputation will be constant in both Chile and Mexico.

	
Not Supported




	
H4

	
(+)

	
Country image

	
→

	
Visitor satisfaction

	
Supported




	
H4a

	
The effect country image on visitor satisfaction will be constant in both Chile and Mexico.

	
Not Supported




	
H5

	
(+)

	
Country reputation

	
→

	
Visitor satisfaction

	
Supported




	
H5a

	
The effect of country reputation on visitor satisfaction will be constant in both Chile and Mexico.

	
Not Supported
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Table 8. Multi-group analysis.






Table 8. Multi-group analysis.





	
Relationships

	
Difference χ2 (df)

	
Critical Ratios for Differences

between Parameters




	
(99% Confidence)

	
Chile

	
Mexico

	
Critical Ratios

(>±1.96)




	
Estimate






	
Country familiarity

	
→

	
Country image

	
83.9 (5)

	
89.97 (5)

	
0.71 ***

	
0.73 ***

	
0.76 *




	
Country image

	
→

	
Country reputation

	
101.1 (5)

	
0.57 ***

	
0.71 ***

	
4.23 ***




	
Country image

	
→

	
Visitor satisfaction

	
322.5 (5)

	
0.57 ***

	
0.12 ***

	
23 ***




	
Country reputation

	
→

	
Visitor satisfaction

	
542.6 (5)

	
0.12 ***

	
0.80 ***

	
−16.0 ***








Note: *** p-value < 0.01; * Not significant.
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