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Abstract: Although destination image is one of the most 
studied topics in tourism literature, little is known about 
how it is formed in the minds of people and how destina-
tion image evolves through destination life cycle stages. 
Thus, the purpose of this paper is to present a theoretical 
approach to the destination image formation process. In 
this conceptual paper, the co-created destination image 
(CoDI) approach was introduced. Co-creation and tourism 
area life cycle (TALC) approaches were used as the theo-
retical frameworks. The main elements of CoDI are inter-
action value, self-regulated image, and the co-creation 
process. Twelve CoDIs were developed for the four main 
stages of the TALC model—namely, exploration, develop-
ment, stagnation, and decline. The CoDI approach shows 
that destination image formation evolves throughout 
the destination life cycle. Co-creation of the destination 
image is first introduced in this paper, which is used to 
explain how the image of destinations evolves.

Keywords: Destination Image; Co-creation; Self-Regulated 
Image; Interaction Value; Tourism Area Life Cycle

1  Introduction
Destination image (DI) is one of the most studied sub-
jects in destination management literature.  However, 
understanding how the image of a destination occurs 
over time remains unexplored. According to many schol-
ars, the affective and cognitive dimensions of images 
are the tools that are used to understand the image of a 
destination, with all its tangible and intangible features 
(Baloglu & McCleary, 1999; Beerli & Martin, 2004; Echtner 
& Ritchie, 1991; Gartner, 1994). These tools are beneficial 

for destination management bodies, as it helps them to 
assess whether the projected image is well reflected in the 
minds of current and potential customers. The anteced-
ents of destination image—that is, destination personality 
(Souiden, Ladhari, & Chiadmi, 2017), motivation (Esper & 
Rateike, 2010), and memorable tourism experience (Kim, 
2018)—have been researched in numerous quantitative 
and qualitative studies. Moreover, the role of different 
information sources—for example, induced, autonomous, 
and organic sources—in the destination image formation 
process has also attracted many researchers (e.g., Beerli 
& Martin, 2004; Baloglu & McCleary, 1999; Gartner, 1994; 
Hanlan & Kelly, 2005; Lee, Busser, & Yang, 2015; Yacout 
& Hefny, 2015). Although these studies shed light on our 
body of knowledge about the image formation process, 
their impacts on destination image formation are limited 
due to the contradictory findings reported in such studies 
(Yilmaz & Yilmaz, 2020) and their insufficient theoretical 
basis in explaining how these sources affect destination 
image formation.

Another point to note is that destinations are not only 
different because they offer different products but also 
because they may be in different life cycle stage (Ander-
gassen, Candela, & Figini, 2013). Two destinations that 
offer similar products, for instance, 3S (sea, sand, and 
sun), may have different images due to their development 
level, as one might be a mature destination and the other 
might be an emerging destination in the market. So, their 
image formation processes follow different paths.  There-
fore, it might be a missing evaluation if the impact of the 
destination evolution process on the image formation 
process is not considered.

This study aims to provide a theoretical perspective 
to answer the following questions: What is the role of 
co-creation in the destination image formation process? 
And, why do images of the destinations in different stages 
occur in different ways? In this paper, a new theoretical 
approach named ‘Co-created Destination Image (CoDI)’ 
is introduced to explain the destination image formation 
process, which is grounded and based on the co-creation 
approach and tourism area life cycle (TALC) theory. *Corresponding author: Yildirim Yilmaz, Akdeniz University, Tourism 

Faculty, Turkey, Email: yyilmaz@akdeniz.edu.tr 
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2  Theoretical Framework

2.1  Co-creation Approach and Destination 
Image

The co-creation concept has been used in different areas 
of studies like design (Sanders and Stappers, 2008), 
product development (Hoyer, Chandy, Dorotic, Krafft, &  
Singh, 2010), innovation (Lee, Olson & Trimi, 2012), brand 
(Hatch & Schultz, 2010), public sector (Osborne, Radnor, 
& Strokosch, 2016; Wise, Paton, & Gegenhuber, 2012), 
engagement in service delivery (Auh, Bell, McLeod, & Shih, 
2007), and service recovery (Dong, Evans, & Zou,  2008; 
Heidenreich, Wittkowski, Handrich, & Falk, 2014). Co-cre-
ation has been, perhaps, mostly connected to the concept 
of value in the literature (e.g., Grönroos & Voima, 2013; 
Payne, Storbacka, & Frow, 2008; Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 
2004; Vargo, Maglio, & Akaka, 2008; Yi & Gong, 2013).

 In value co-creation, consumers assume an active role 
and create value together with the firm (Ranjan & Read, 
2016). Edvardsson, Tronvoll, and Gruber (2011) stated 
that value co-creation should be understood in a social 
context that is shaped by social forces and reproduced in 
social structures. Ind and Coates (2013) extend this scope 
and believe that co-creation is to be recognized by taking 
into account the perspectives of different disciplines 
and approaches like management science, innovation, 
design, and literary theory rather than adopting a narrow 
view of the concept. They also see co-creation as a way 
of creating value through co-opting the skills and creativ-
ity of individuals. The co-creation process is more related 
to customer interaction, and thus it moves away from a 
firm-centric view of customer orientation (Binkhorst & 
Dekker, 2009; Chathoth, Altinay, Harrington, Okumus, & 
Chan, 2013). Improvements in information technologies 
also ease the co-creation process and enable new forms 
of producer–consumer collaboration (Cabiddu, Lui, & 
Piccoli, 2013; Füller, Mühlbacher, Matzler, & Jawecki, 
2009; Füller, 2010). 

In tourism literature, co-creation studies have tre-
mendously increased over the last decade (Campos, 
Mendes, Valle, & Scott, 2018). Service-Dominant (S-D) 
logic was mainly used as a base in these studies (Cabiddu 
et al., 2013; Chathoth et al., 2013; Grissemann & Sauer, 
2012). S-D logic suggests that value occurs through cus-
tomer engagement at every stage of the value creation 
process (Chathoth et al., 2013; Grönroos, 2006). Empiri-
cal evidence on value co-creation, on the other hand, is 
limited in tourism literature (Binkhorst & Dekker, 2009; 
Liang, 2017), and the full potential of co-creation has not 

been fully explored in the tourism industry (Hoyer et al., 
2010). The literature review of Campos, Mendes, Valle, & 
Scott (2018) shows that the scope of this research varies 
from specific tourism experience contexts to broad indus-
try or destination analyses. These studies support the idea 
that the co-creation of experiences impacts the satisfac-
tion and loyalty of the tourists positively (Grissemann & 
Sauer, 2012) and thus results in increased value for con-
sumers and others (Prebensen, Vittersø & Dahl, 2013). As 
it is seen from the literature, co-creation is based mostly 
on the interaction of the customer and company, where 
experience value is discovered and innovatively used in 
the production process of new goods or services (Campos 
et al., 2018). However, the interaction does not only occur 
between customer and company but also occurs between 
the individuals (Bitner, 1992). Moreover, co-creation 
should not be considered as if it were only a part of the 
design, production, or value creation. Although these are 
highly critical elements of competitiveness in the market, 
they are only effective if the beliefs and perceptions of the 
customers about a product or brand are positively dis-
tinguished from the others. Beliefs and perceptions are 
developed through many interactions with other people 
and organizations, so beliefs are also co-created because 
humans are social creatures that affect and are affected 
by other humans’ beliefs, knowledge, and perceptions. If 
this is the case, it is reasonable to assert that the image of 
a product or destination can be an output of a co-creation 
process. As the interaction level gets higher, the co-crea-
tion process is felt more intensely. Furthermore, the mag-
nitude and content of the interaction differ under differ-
ent conditions and contingency factors. 

2.2  Tourism Area Life Cycle Model (TALC) 

The main idea of the TALC model is to show the develop-
ment stages of destinations and each stage’s characteris-
tics. As the destination passes from one stage to another, 
it means that the destination is not the one it used to be 
anymore. For instance, changes occur in product devel-
opment strategies (e.g., in numbers or variety), pricing 
strategies (e.g., premium or competitive pricing), promo-
tion strategies (e.g., creating awareness or branding), and 
distribution strategies (e.g., direct or through intermedi-
aries). Besides structural features of the destination (e.g., 
political and economic), the development level of infra-
structure and technology can affect the visitors’ experi-
ences and images as well (Murphy, Pritchard, & Smith, 
2000; Stevens, 1992).
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Kozak and Martin (2012) mentioned the differences 
that happen in the stages of the life cycle. According to 
the authors, in the introduction stage, product categories 
represent recent innovations, prices are high, distribution 
is limited, and word-of-mouth communication exposes 
the destination to the next tourist wave. The growth 
stage is where destination awareness increases and more 
attention is given to the variety of products (i.e., food or 
accommodation). In this stage, happy tourists mean more 
positive word-of-mouth and repeat visitors. As the tourism 
destinations reach the maturity stage, they are no longer 
differentiated from destinations that offer similar experi-
ences. In the decline stage, destinations have fewer visi-
tors and revenue. Therefore, they need to create unique 
niches to maintain their existence (Kozak & Martin, 2012).  

There are also differences in the perceptions of des-
tinations that are in different stages of their life cycle 
(Dolnicar & Grabler, 2004; Yun & Zhang, 2017). Such dif-
ferences can also be observed in studies that search for 
the personality and image of destinations. For instance, 
a mature destination like London was characterized as 
being open-minded, unorthodox, vibrant, and creative 
(Hall, 2004), and Paris was characterized as romantic 
(Morgan & Pritchard, 2002). These personality traits need 
evolutionary periods to develop. It is not possible for a 
destination at its early stage of development to have such 
a sound perceived personality.

Thus, it can be inferred that beliefs, perceptions, 
and opinions about a destination change as the destina-
tion matures. The main reasons for this change can be 
explained by looking at the different paths of the co-crea-
tion process that destinations follow throughout their life 
cycles. Cole (2012) mentioned the missing ingredient of the 
TALC equation in his paper, which was, as Butler (2005) 
stated, written in an unpublished paper of Brougham 
and Butler (1972). In this equation, dV/dt = kV(M-V), the 
tourism development process is calculated with the help 
of the ‘k’ parameter, which is called the ‘telling rate, or 
the spread of knowledge of resort’. This means that there 
will be few people receiving the message for the first time, 
and so the increase slows down as V (number of visitors) 
approaches M (maximum number of visitors) and market 
penetration of a destination is complete. 

There might also be differences for destinations offer-
ing similar tourism products or for destinations at the 
same maturity level because of their unique characteris-
tics (i.e., geographical or cultural). Besides, contingency 
factors related to destinations or visitors can be influential 
in this process. Therefore, studying the destination image 
formation process and contingency factors requires the 

consideration of a destination’s development level and 
unique characteristics.

2.3  Contingency Factors of Destination 
Image Formation

The contingency factors can be handled with two dimen-
sions: scope and time of visit.  The scope is divided into 
two groups that are originated from the person and the 
destination. The time of visit is divided into three phases: 
before, during, and after visiting the destination (Table 
1). Person-related contingency factors such as familiarity, 
age, education level, motivation, and origin of country 
mainly affect the DI before visiting the destination (or for 
non-visitors). Perceived risk and safety, trust, physical 
and cultural proximity, usage of emotional triggers, and 
destination offerings are among the destination-related 
contingency factors of this period.  During the visit, per-
ceived quality and satisfaction are the major personal 
contingency factors; destination governance and creating 
memorable experiences are among the destination-re-
lated contingency factors. The past experience could be 
the strongest personal contingency factor after the visit; 
this is called the ‘primary image’ by some authors (Kislali, 
Kavaratzis, & Saren, 2016). This experience, once shared 
with other people, affects other people’s thoughts about 
the destination. Destination image differs between those 
who have never visited a destination and those who have 
visited one or more times. Studies show that even if people 
have an image of a place before they visit the destination, 
this image may change after the visit (Yilmaz, Yilmaz, 
Icigen, Ekin, & Utku 2009). This change is the result of 
the personal experience with the destination through the 
interaction he or she has with other people or institutions 
in the destination. With the increase in the number of 
visits, the image may still change, but this change would 
be not significant (Santana & Gosling, 2018). Organiza-
tions, like DMOs, try to use Customer Relationships Man-
agement (CRM) effectively to create a favourable image 
during this period.

Impacts of contingency factors may differ for the 
various stages of the destination’s life cycle as well. For 
instance, motivation or interaction value is quite different 
for explorers in the early stage of the destination’s devel-
opment than for the visitors of a mature destination. Like-
wise, destinations act in quite different ways throughout 
their life cycle, e.g., for product development or communi-
cation strategies. Therefore, the DI formation process can 
be said to be unique for all destinations due to the differ-
ent combined effect of the contingency factors for desti-
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nations, as well as the different paths the destinations go 
through in their life cycle. 

2.4  Destination Image Formation

Destination image has been studied by many research-
ers for over fifty years which makes it one of the most 
popular areas of study in tourism literature. The cognitive 
and affective dimension of destination image, referring to 
beliefs and knowledge about a travel destination’s attrib-
utes and emotions or feelings attached to the destination, 
respectively, have been well formalized in these studies 
(e.g., Baloglu & McCleary, 1999; Beerli & Martin, 2004; 
Echtner & Ritchie, 1991; Gallarza, Saura & Garcia, 2002; 
Gartner, 1994; Santana & Gosling, 2018; Tasci, Gartner & 
Cavusgil, 2007; Wang, Li & Lai, 2018). 

Despite the vast amount of research on destina-
tion image, the process of destination image formation 
attracted less attention. The main contribution to our 
body of knowledge to the destination image formation 
process may be rooted in the study of Gartner (1994), who 
categorized the information sources as over induced, 
covert induced, autonomous, unsolicited organic, solic-
ited organic, and organic information sources. After-

wards, the impact of information sources on destination 
image has been investigated widely (Yilmaz & Yilmaz, 
2020).  Impact of induced sources (e.g., Beerli & Martin, 
2004; Lee, Busser, & Yang, 2015; Santana & Gosling, 2018; 
Yacout & Hefny, 2015), autonomous sources (e.g., Hudson, 
Wang, & Gil, 2011; Kim & Kerstetter, 2016; Lee et al., 2015), 
and organic sources (e.g., Baloglu & McCleary, 1999; Lee et 
al., 2015; Santana & Gosling, 2018) on destination image 
formation have been researched. Moreover, the number 
of information sources that the people used may be influ-
ential in the destination image formation process. There 
are pieces of evidence that the amount of information 
sources influences cognitive image positively (Baloglu & 
McCleary,1999; Santana & Gosling, 2018). However, no 
evidence was found for its effect on affective or unique 
images of destinations (Santana & Gosling, 2018). On the 
other hand, the credibility of sources is defined as the 
believability that the destination management is willing 
and capable of delivering on its promises related to a spe-
cific destination (Veasna, Wu, & Huang, 2013), which can 
contribute to destination image formation process (Spry, 
Pappu & Cornwell, 2011).  

Although information sources are one significant 
determinant of destination image formation, impacts 
of many other constructs have been researched as well, 

Table 1. Contingency factors of DI for before, during, and after the visit 

Period 
(Interaction)

Destination Image Co-Creation Contingency Factors Image 
Dimension

Image Forma-
tion People 
Interaction 

Image Forma-
tion Organizati-
onal Interaction

Other Image
Formation 
Agents

 People Destination 

Before
(Mainly 
Passive)

Social Networks
Friends and 
relatives

Marketing 
Branding 
actions

Films, News, 
Books, etc.

Tourist typology
Familiarity 
Education 
Age 
Origin of country 
Motivation 
Credibility of 
source
Interaction value

Perceived safety
Perceived risk
Trust
Physical and cultural 
proximity
Usage of emotional 
triggers
Development level of 
destination
Destination offerings

Mainly 
Affective

During 
(Active)

Physical contact 
with other tour-
ists and local 
people

Contact with 
service provid-
ers and DMO

Shared atmos-
phere

Perceived 
quality
Satisfaction 

Destination govern-
ance
Coordination of 
activities
Creating memorable 
experiences

Mainly 
Cognitive

After
(Active or 
 Passive)

Social Networks Relationships 
with service 
providers and 
DMO

Comparison with 
other destina-
tion 
 (Conceptual 
 mapping)

Past experience 
Congruity level 

CRM effectiveness Affective plus 
 Cognitive (and
 Conative)
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such as the effect of pictural elements (MacKay & Fesen-
maier, 1997), destination personality (Kim, Malek, Kim, & 
Kim, 2018), country image (De Nisco, Mainolfi, Marino, & 
Napolitano, 2015; Palau-Saumell, Forgas-Coll, Amaya-Mo-
linar, & Sánchez-García, 2016), cultural value (Yacout & 
Heftny, 2015), place identity (Foroudi, Akarsu, Ageeva, & 
Foroudi, 2018), familiarity (Tan & Wu, 2016), and event 
quality (Jin, Lee & Lee, 2013; Moon, Forgas-Coll, Ama-
ya-Molinar, & Sánchez-García, 2011).  It is evident in the 
literature that the destination image formation process is 
a phenomenon affected by various intrinsic and extrinsic 
factors that need to be investigated from a different point 
of view. In this study, the destination image formation 
process is treated from individual and destination per-
spectives.  In the following sections, firstly, the co-crea-
tion process of destination image will be introduced, and 
then impacts of this process in the development stages of 
destinations will be discussed through twelve co-created 
destination images (CoDIs).

3  Co-creation of Destination Image
Co-creation of destination image occurs with an iterative 
and interactive process that includes three stages: interac-
tion value, self-regulated image creation, and the co-cre-
ation process. 

3.1  Interaction Value

Each person has his or her own networks and these net-
works behave as guides through life (Binkhorst & Dekker, 
2009), which are also effective in shaping people’s beliefs, 
including about places. The nature of interactions is criti-
cal in this regard.  Interactions take place between people 
to people, an organisation to people, and other stimuli 
to people (like movies or books). Each interaction makes 
more or less a contribution to one’s belief in an object posi-
tively or negatively, and it creates an interaction value that 
is determined by the power and impact of the interaction.  

If we could calculate the interaction value, then 
formula (1) can be used for this purpose. Formula (1) indi-
cates that interaction value is the result of the power of 
interaction and the impact of the interaction. Power of 
interaction refers to the importance given to the inter-
acted person or organisation (source), whereas the impact 
of interaction refers to the magnitude and direction of the 
interaction. The power of the interaction is related to the 
trustworthiness of the source. Impact, on the other hand, 

is related to the amount (much or less) and content (posi-
tive or negative) of information in the interaction process. 
Interaction value occurs as the result of this process. 

Xi = aij . pij  j = 1, ………., k   (1)

where Xis interaction value; i is the person who is interact-
ing; a is the power of interaction; p is the impact of inter-
action; j is who is interacted with, and k is the number of 
the interaction of i person.

The impact of interaction (p) could be positive or neg-
ative. Therefore, it leads to interaction value to be either 
positive or negative. As the magnitude of information 
amount passed in the interaction process increases, the 
interaction value is affected highly in positive or negative 
directions. Power of interaction (a), regarded as the impor-
tance of interaction, intensifies the total interaction value, 
which is affected by the trustworthiness of the interacted 
source. People tend to give higher importance to an inter-
action process when they feel trust in a person or organ-
isation. Hence, believability and trustworthiness of the 
source determine the importance and, consequently, the 
power of interaction.  

3.2  Self-Regulated Image

Adolphs (2003) states that according to the social informa-
tion processing system, people make distinctions between 
different kinds of information, categorize and generalize 
them, and lastly, incorporate them with their past expe-
rience. Reappraisal and self-regulation are specific feed-
back modulation modes in which social stimuli evalua-
tion and emotional response can be voluntarily affected. 

A person has many interactions throughout his or her 
life, and the combined effect of these interactions leads 
to having a total belief about an object (i.e., product, 
company, or destination), which is called a self-regulated 
image (SI).  If it is about the image of a place, a self-reg-
ulated image occurs through the composite value of all 
interactions, which are directly or indirectly related to 
that place. It then plays an active role in the co-creation 
process of the destination image. SI evolves along with the 
interactions and values assigned to these interactions.  

A self-regulated image about a destination is the indi-
vidual’s total beliefs and opinions, which are the results of 
positive and negative interaction values of all interactions. 
Hence, it is the composite value of all interactions that a 
person has about a destination. Formula (2) indicates the 
self-regulated image of a person about a destination.
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 (2)

where SI is self-regulated image, Xi is interaction value of 
i. person, and k is the number of interaction of i person.

3.3  Co-created Destination Image

Destination image is the aggregate of all self-regulated 
images attributed to the destination’s cognitive and affec-
tive character and occurs through a co-creation process. 
Co-creation is a multidirectional and iterative process in 
which interaction values determine the self-regulated 
image, and then the aggregate of self-regulated images 
determines the destination image. It is also a dynamic 
process. It evolves as new interactions and self-regulated 
images are included in this process. The direction of the 
image change depends on the impact (i.e., positive or 
negative) and the power (i.e., importance) of interactions. 
Once the self-regulated images are created and interac-
tively shared in networks (for example, through WOM, 
e-WOM, etc.), the destination image co-creation process 
begins, and the co-created destination image (CoDI) is 
built. Affective CoDI evolves when emotional-based inter-
actions are dominant in self-regulated images and co-cre-
ation processes. Similarly, cognitive CoDI evolves when 
physical elements of the destination are the main subjects 
in the co-creation process. Formula (3) indicates CoDI is 
formed through the co-creation process, which is com-
prised of the total self-regulated images. 

 (3)
where CoDI is co-created Destination Image; n is the total 
number of people; organisations, and other sources (e.g., 
movies and books) in the co-creation process, and Si is the 
self-regulated image of i person.

4  Co-creation of Destination Image 
Approach and Destination Life Cycle
A limited number of studies investigated the destina-
tion image changes over time.  Gartner and Hunt (1987) 
repeated the study about the image of Utah in 1983 and 
reported that the destination image had changed greatly 
compared to the year 1971. Pike, Gentle, Kelly & Beatson 
(2018) stated that destination image can change over a 

longer period.  There is a positive correlation between the 
destination life cycle and the destination image formation 
process. Destination image is expected to enhance as the 
destination goes through from exploration to develop-
ment and stagnation stages (Figure 1). Similarly, the desti-
nation image is to be weakened in the decline stage. There 
are two main reasons for this change. First, the image of a 
destination created in the first stages through the co-cre-
ation process becomes the essence of the destination. 
Second, the power of perception, which is created collec-
tively, will be high in shaping the perceptions, beliefs, and 
thoughts of other people. The intensity of the co-creation 
process exponentially increases to the point that self-reg-
ulated images (SIs) become very similar to each other. 
At this point, it slows down, and CoDI does not change 
easily. Now, the destination needs a new communication 
strategy to strengthen its image.

Humans make judgments using various patterns that 
function as shortcuts. Particularly, other people’s tastes, 
judgments, and experiences affect the development of 
these patterns. Therefore, for instance, a person may have 
an image of a well-known destination that was created 
with the aid of this shortcut. In other terms, a destination, 
which is not known at the early stages of its development, 
requires an intense co-creation image process because 
there is no apparent pattern developed yet. On the other 
hand, as the destination grows and is known more, the 
co-created image now affects people’s beliefs and opin-
ions. So, there is a mutual interaction between self-regu-
lated images of people about destination and CoDI. The
mirror effect is seen in the destination image formation 
process of the destination life cycle. At the first half of the 
destination life cycle, the sequence is Interactions - SIs – 
CoDI, whereas at the second half, it is CoDI - SIs - Interac-
tions. 

The level of interaction and the development stage 
directly affect the formation of the destination image. 

Figure 1: Destination images through destination life cycle
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Therefore, it becomes vital to know the possible destina-
tion images at different stages of the TALC model. 

4.1  Destination Image in Exploration and 
Involvement Stage

There is limited interaction between visitors and non-vis-
itors of a new destination. Interaction from visitors to 
non-visitors determines the self-regulated image creation 
and co-creation of the destination image. This is the first 
stage of DI creation, so the image of the destination has not 
been shaped yet. It is highly affected by the first visitors’ 
opinions, so first impressions of first visitors reinforce the 
images of followers, and DI is getting shaped. The level 
of consistency of thoughts determines the solidity of the 
image for the further stages of the destination life cycle. 
At this stage, there is very little or no interaction between 
people and organizations or other image formation agents 
(e.g., books, news), so only limited interaction between 
people is influential in the formation of DI. If there is a 
low co-creation process, there will be no image at all at the 
beginning, and there will be tentative positive or tentative 
negative images following the first visitors of the destina-
tions that depend on whether the co-creation process is 
positive or negative.

4.2  Destination Image in Development and 
Consolidation Stage

The interaction level between people gets higher at this 
stage. Besides, there is a moderate level of interaction 
between people and organizations because organizations 
(private and public) started to emerge and understand 
the need for communication with current and prospective 
customers. They try to use both induced and autonomous 
sources at this interaction. Image of destination in the 
minds of people becomes stronger, and the co-creation 
process of destination image accelerates at this stage. 
Other image formation agents also have a moderate impact 
on DI. If the low interaction goes up, self-regulated images 
cannot be formed easily, and CoDI will be Indecisive. On 
the other hand, in the case of a high positive co-creation 
process, the power and impact of interactions will be high 
and positive, which leads positive self-regulated image. 
CoDI is called a Promising Image because the aggregate of 
self-regulated images is positive. On the contrary, a high 
negative co-creation process, which is the result of high 
negative interactions between people and the non-exist-

ence of organizational efforts to develop a positive image, 
leading CoDI to be an Imminent Image.  

4.3  Destination Image in Stagnation Stage

The popularity of destination could be low due to the 
low interaction level; thus, fragile self-regulated images, 
which are more affected by contingency factors, occur. 
Aggregate SIs influenced by the emergent strategies of 
destination lead CoDI to be an Evasive Image. When a des-
tination becomes a popular mature destination because of 
the high positive co-creation process, which includes high 
positive bi-directional interactions (people to people, 
organization to people, and others), this leads to high pos-
itive SIs. CoDI is at its most desired type a Premium Image. 
If the co-creation process is highly negative, the popu-
larity of the destination decreases as the self-regulated 
images are affected by an increasing number of negative 
interactions; then, aggregate SIs turn to have a Dull Image
as CoDI.

4.4  Destination Image in the Decline Stage

In the decline stage, CoDI could be Naught Image due to 
the low and less powerful interaction because of the low 
popularity of destination leaded self-regulated image, as if 
the destination never existed. There might be still medium 
to high positive interactions which could produce positive 
but not powerful SIs that barely change the behaviour 
intentions (e.g., visit/revisit the destination). Especially, 
nostalgic content of aggregate SIs leads to Evocative Image
as CoDI. If the co-creation is negative, then it reinforces 
SIs to be negative that results in Distorted CoDI. Interac-
tions, self-regulated images, and CoDIs in the stages of the 
destination life cycle are summarized in Table 2.  

5  Conclusion 
The contents of destination image (i.e., cognitive or affec-
tive image dimension) and antecedents or consequences 
of these destination image dimensions have been well 
researched. Although there are hundreds of such studies, 
we have very little knowledge about how the image is 
formed. An important reason for this is the lack of a suffi-
cient number of theories that try to explain how the image 
is formed in one’s mind and how this affects the image 
that the destination owns. In this paper, a theoretical per-
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spective was introduced called ‘Co-Created Destination 
Image (CoDI)’ to put forth an explanation on how desti-
nation image is formed at the life cycle stages through the 
lenses of the co-creation approach and tourism area life 
cycle theory. 

This approach also helps to understand why des-
tinations with similar characteristics follow a different 
course of life, given the criticism of Butler’s (1980) TALC 
model. Even though there are destinations that seem to 
offer similar products and experiences, they are unique 
in essence. Their geographical regions, inhabitants, cul-
tures, legends, and histories are special and unique like 
a fingerprint. In addition to being physically, culturally, 

and socially unique, the development path of the self-reg-
ulated image, as the co-creation of destination image, 
differs from one to another. From an atomic viewpoint, 
each interaction that takes place between people, organ-
izations, or in other forms produces different value for 
a person. Each person also has his or her network, and 
all interactions directly or indirectly related to the object 
(destination in this case) that happened in this network 
produce a unique total self-regulated image of the person 
about that object (destination). The co-creation process 
of destination image formation continues with the inter-
actions of people who have a varying solidity level of 
self-regulated images. After a point in time (i.e., growth or 

Table 2: Destination Images in destination life cycle stages

Low 
Co-Creation

High Positive
Co-Creation

High Negative
Co-Creation

Exploration
Stage

I Very low Limited and positive interactions Limited and negative interactions
SI No self-regulated image Uni-directional P to P interactions 

lead to limited but positive self-regu-
lated image

Uni-directional P to P interactions 
lead to limited but negative self-regu-
lated image

CoDI No Image Limited positive aggregate of self-reg-
ulated images produces Tentative 
Positive Image

Limited negative aggregate of 
self-regulated images produces Ten-
tative Negative Image

Development
Stage

I Low interaction Power and/or impact of interactions 
are high and positive

Power and/or impact of interactions 
are high and negative

SI Due to low interaction 
value, Self-regulated 
Image is hard to occur

Increased number of interactions, 
including O to P, which are mostly 
positive,  lead to positive self-regu-
lated image

High volume, negative content of  
interactions, and also the non-ex-
istence of O to P interaction lead to 
negative self-regulated image 

CoDI Aggregate co-created DI is 
Indecisive

Aggregate of seIf-images is positive, 
which produces Promising Image

Aggregate co-created DI is negative, 
which produces
Imminent Image

Stagnation
Stage

I Popularity of destination is 
low as is the interaction

Destination becomes popular mature 
destination thanks to the reciprocal 
impact of high positive interactions

Highly negative interaction values 

SI Fragile self-regulated 
image affected by con-
tingency factors that can 
change easily 

Exponential increase of high positive 
bi-directional interactions (P to P, O 
to P, and others) leads to a highly 
positive self-regulated image

Popularity of destination dramatically 
decreasing as the self-regulated 
image is affected by the increasing 
number of negative interactions

CoDI Aggregate SIs influenced 
by the emergent strategies 
of destination lead to 
Evasive Image  

Aggregate of SIs is highly positive, 
which leads to Premium Image

CoDI is highly negative, which leads 
to Dull Image

Decline
Stage

I Low interaction Medium to High positive interaction Medium to High negative interaction
SI Self-regulated Image rarely 

exists because of the less 
powerful and low impact 
interactions

self-regulated image of the destina-
tion is still positive but not powerful 
as it was to visit the destination 
again. Old good memories are 
effective

Negative interaction value reinforces 
self-regulated image to be negative 

CoDI Destination has never 
become popular, which 
leads it to have Naught 
Image

Nostalgic contents of aggregate SIs 
lead to Evocative Image

Highly negative aggregate SIs lead to 
Distorted Image
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stagnation stage), co-created destination image begins to 
affect self-regulated images; therefore, there are bi-direc-
tional influences between CoDI and self-regulated images, 
but CoDI is much more influential at this stage. 

CoDI can be evaluated according to the power and 
content of the co-creation process as low co-creation, high 
positive co-creation, and high negative co-creation. Inter-
actions and self-regulated images of each situation that 
have different characteristics lead to 12 different CoDIs for 
four stages of the destination life cycle.

The image formation process of destinations, through 
uni- or bi-directional interactions before, during, and 
after the visit, is also influenced by various contingency 
factors. These factors can be divided into personal and 
destination-based factors. Their impacts on the co-crea-
tion process of destination image vary for each destina-
tion and the destinations in different stages of their life 
cycle. Hence, it is shown in this theoretical approach that 
CoDI occurs in different ways for the destination at dif-
ferent stages and follows different paths depending on 
the nature of the destination’s level of maturity and total 
interaction value. 

In future studies, the theory outlined in this paper 
should be tested and developed by applied studies, with 
special attention to examining the effect of social media 
on destination image co-creation process; determining 
the power and impact of the interactions obtained in 
these channels; establishing the values   of the interactions 
affecting the self-regulated image formation; finding the 
relationships between self-regulated image and CoDI for 
destinations at different stages of the life cycle; and deter-
mining the effect of contingency factors on CoDI that are 
considered as prominent research areas.
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