Visitors’ perceived trust in sincere, authentic, and memorable
heritage experiences

ABSTRACT

The success of cultural destinations often centres on whether consumers trust the provenance
and integrity of the heritage assets, activities, and services therein. However, few studies
examine whether this ‘perceived trust’ influences the authenticity, sincerity, and
memorability of cultural heritage consumption. To investigate the relationships between these
constructs, we surveyed 320 visitors to Iranian cultural heritage sites. The findings suggest
that perceived trust positively influences visitors’ perceptions of sincerity, existential
authenticity, and object-based authenticity, stimulating memorable experiences in the
process. This, in turn, emphasises the antecedent importance of perceived trust in shaping
consumption. In the face of increasing commercialization within the cultural heritage sector
more generally, we therefore encourage practitioners to prioritise safeguarding the integrity
of their offerings, promoting heritage assets in a manner that stimulates perceived trust.

Keywords: Perceived trust; Sincerity; Authenticity; Memorable Tourism Experiences;
Cultural Heritage; Iran
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INTRODUCTION

The crucial role that trust plays in shaping consumer behaviour is demonstrated across
experiential consumption contexts. Accordingly, literature recognises the importance of
perceived trust as a prerequisite to developing and maintaining enduring customer
relationships and in stimulating consumer loyalty to brands, products, experiences, and
services (Casielles, Alvarez, & Martin, 2005). Consequently, perceived trust’s influence
extends to the tourism industry, with its significance established within studies into: service
provision (Lovell, 2009); destination management (Marinao Artigas et al., 2017); festival
consumption (Gannon, Taheri & Olya, 2019); booking intentions (Ponnapureddy et al.,

2017); air travel (Deepa & Jayaraman, 2017); and historical attractions (Curran et al., 2018).

However, despite these furtive moves towards developing greater understanding of
perceived trust’s role in shaping visitor experiences, it remains under-researched within the
domain of cultural heritage consumption (Navrud & Ready, 2002). This is somewhat
surprising given the industry’s emphasis on integrity, accuracy, and provenance; offering
authentic experiences and objects to a visitor contingent eager to consume them, while
simultaneously ensuring the preservation and conservation of heritage assets (MacKenzie &
Gannon, 2019). It is therefore crucial that visitors perceive a degree of trust in the heritage
they choose to consume, both in terms of the authenticity of offerings, but also regarding

industry leaders’ integrity in managing and protecting heritage assets (Lochrie, 2016).

To this end, satisfactory past visits remain the most obvious determinant of whether
visitors perceive that they can trust heritage site offerings - simplifying and expediting the
consumer decision-making process for future visits. However, destinations cannot rely solely
upon repeat visitors, with many consumers visiting heritage sites for the first time, consuming
new experiences with no first-hand information (Gannon et al., 2019). Given this potential
ubiquity across different classifications of visitors, it is unsurprising that the concept of trust
has received growing attention in relationship-oriented marketing discourse from
practitioners and researchers alike. Here, it is established that perceived trust is a vital
component of relationship-based communication, and that building trust is the ultimate goal
of branding (Marinao Artigas et al., 2017). It may thus prove crucial for cultural heritage sites
to ensure that their offerings appear trustworthy to potential visitors, with this prioritised

when promoting assets therein (Tellstrom, Gustafsson, & Mossberg, 2006).



Indeed, while its importance in shaping decision-making is established (Bozic, 2017),
prior studies into consumer trust typically focus on its antecedents (e.g., prior experiences,
reputation) and consequences (e.g., loyalty, repurchase intentions). However, despite its role
in engaging consumers within service settings, there remains little insight into how perceived
trust can influence the relational consumer-service provider exchange (Lude & Prigl, 2018).
To this end, Lechner and Paul (2019, p.198) argue that “individuals experiencing positive
affect are primed to evaluate observed behaviour in a more positive and trusting manner,
whereas individuals in negative affective states interpret behaviour in a more sceptical way”.
Further, research largely overlooks the importance of perceived trust in stimulating visitors’
interest in cultural offerings (i.e., authentic heritage) and in sincere interactions with local
inhabitants therein (Prince, 2017). This is again surprising given Gustafsson's (2005, p.523)
suggestion that “authenticity primarily means being trustworthy, in the sense that [service
providers] should act in-line with its brand values and behave as a citizen of the community”

— a sentiment prevalent across the heritage sector (MacKenzie & Gannon, 2019).

Meanwhile, authenticity and its associated concepts receive continued attention within
the domain of cultural heritage consumption. For instance, the consumer-based model of
authenticity (CBA) (Kolar & Zabkar, 2010) has been adapted to acknowledge the importance
of tangential variables, such as sincere interactions with local people, in stimulating
memorable consumption (Taheri et al., 2018). However, couched within the CBA, research
has yet to investigate the underlying importance of perceived trust in stimulating the
authentic and sincere consumption crucial to memorable tourism experiences (MTE). Further,
most studies focus on trust as a post-experience construct, with little known about how
consumer trust influences on-site experiences. Thus, this study aims to address this gap by
assessing the influence of perceived trust on authenticity (destination characteristics
considered meaningful), sincerity (visitor-local interactions perceived as genuine), and
subsequent MTE. We therefore examine whether visitors’ ‘perceived trust’ influences
‘perceptions of authenticity’, ‘sincerity’ and ‘MTE’ within the context of cultural heritage

consumption, irrespective of their status as first-time or repeat visitors.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The term ‘heritage’ refers to site, destination, or attraction characteristics that appeal to

visitors” desire to consume experiences of natural, cultural, historical, or religious



significance (Lochrie, 2016). Typically, heritage sites serve a dual-purpose, with emphasis
placed on both preserving cultural assets and the economic benefit of visitor engagement
with products and services therein. Heritage can be tangible or intangible (Rasoolimanesh et
al., 2019), with the former including manmade and natural phenomena (e.g., architecture,
museums, artefacts, and parks). Conversely, intangible heritage is more nebulous,
encapsulating local culture and traditions, mythology, poetry, and literature. However, as
reflected in this study, tangible and intangible heritage often co-exist, with this symbiosis
labelled ‘cultural heritage' (UNESCO, 2017). To this end, the value of cultural heritage to the
tourism sector has rocketed in recent years, with international classifications (e.g., UNESCO
World Heritage) thrusting many previously unknown sites firmly into the public eye
(Lochrie, 2016).

Thus, while primarily underpinned by conservation, the pursuit of the economic
bounty of increased visitor numbers has encouraged organisations across the sector to mould
their offerings based on visitor expectations. However, industry managers must be careful
when adapting cultural heritage, as this can lead to concerns surrounding authenticity. Here,
consumer distrust is increasingly recognized as a serious marketplace concern (Enli &
Rosenberg, 2018), where balancing the challenge of providing suitably attractive and
enjoyable experiences, underpinned by offerings perceived as authentic and sincere, remains
a pervasive concern (Taheri et al., 2018). As such, in order to develop in a manner that
stimulates memorable heritage consumption, it is crucial to identify whether perceived trust
in sites and destinations influences visitor perceptions of the authenticity and sincerity of
heritage offerings therein.

To this end, notions of trust underpin heritage consumption, as visitors seek assurance
that the sites they visit are of true cultural significance (Curran et al., 2018). Visitors must
therefore trust the integrity of heritage sites; it is crucial that they are not considered curated
to a point where their authenticity is questionable. Further, as interactions with local people
often underpin cultural heritage consumption, it is essential that visitors perceive these
interactions as sincere and not exploitative (Taheri et al., 2018). In doing so, perceived trust
may influence visitors’ intentions to revisit destinations, sites, and attractions in future
(Gannon et al., 2017).

Perceived Trust and Trustworthiness



Trust is not manifest in isolation, and is instead born from perceptions of multiple dimensions
that together indicate the trustworthiness of an organisation, experience, or brand. This study
therefore echoes extant literature in extricating trust from trustworthiness (Colquitt, Scott, &
LePine, 2007). To this end, literature demonstrates the nuanced differences in definitions of
trust and trustworthiness across various academic disciplines (Table 1).

[TABLE1]

While Mayer, Davis and Schoorman’s (1995) conceptualisation of trust may prove
most relevant to this study, Table 1 reveals the significance of ‘trust’ across different
contexts. Collectively, these studies highlight the ambiguity surrounding definitions of trust
and trustworthiness, demonstrating the fragmented nature of current discourse (Dietz & Den
Hartog, 2006). In doing so, Table 1 demonstrates the importance of conceptualising trust and
trustworthiness as multi-faceted, multi-referent, and multi-level concepts (Enli & Rosenberg,
2018; Evans & Krueger, 2009; Mayer et al., 1995). The multi-faceted and multi-referent
nature of trust is evident between trustors and trustees via interpersonal exchanges (C2C)
(Evans & Krueger, 2009); inter-organisational exchanges (B2B) (Kroeger, 2012); and
consumer-firm exchanges/relationships (C2B) (Sirdeshmukh et al., 2002). Trust is also a
multi-level concept; organisational trust has been studied at the employee, team,

organisational, and inter-organisational level (Fulmer & Gelfand, 2012).

To this end, various models for trust development exist, with the calculus- or
deterrence-based, knowledge-based, and identification-based models most relevant to this
study. Calculus-based trust differs from identification-based trust; the former shapes market-
based exchanges, whereas the latter is concerned with relationship building (e.g., brand
communities, loyalty programmes). Research suggests that calculus-based trust precedes
knowledge-based trust; familiarity is required to develop knowledge-based trust because a
trustor must first be familiar with the trustee. Trustors unfamiliar with trustees will rely on
calculus-based trust, with knowledge-based trust stimulated via repeated exchanges and
ongoing relationships. Over time, calculus-based trust turns into relational trust through
repeated interaction (Rousseau et al., 1998). Relational trust can encourage affection between

trustors and trustees, stimulating identification-based trust in the process.

Therefore, shared antecedents and consequences emerge across referents and levels of
analysis (Fulmer & Gelfand, 2012). Accordingly, the antecedent factors influencing
perceived trust include ability (competence), benevolence, and integrity (Mayer et al., 1995;



Sirdeshmukh et al., 2002). Shaped by consumer perceptions of organisational expertise,
credibility, reliability, and dependability, ability refers to whether consumers believe that an
organisation is capable of delivering its promised offering (Jin, Line, & Merkebu, 2016). The
importance of benevolence in shaping perceived trust emerges across various service
domains, including restaurants (Jin et al., 2016), banks (Kantsperger & Kunz, 2010),
destinations (Marinao Artigas et al., 2017), and airlines (Sirdeshmukh et al., 2002). Thus,
while perceived ability shapes MTE, perceived benevolence can also influence consumption
outcomes (Kantsperger & Kunz, 2010). Concerning integrity, consumers expect service
providers to be honest in fulfilling their obligations, shaping perceived trust in the process
(Ponnapureddy et al., 2017).

As such, Delgado-Ballester and Munuera-Aleman (2001, p.1242) consider brand trust
“a feeling of security held by the consumer that the brand will meet his/her expectations”. It
is this notion that perceptions of whether a referent ‘will” meet expectations, stimulating trust
in the process, that suggests that trust can serve as an antecedent construct — manifest pre-
consumption, but only fully realised during or post-consumption (i.e., consumers’ perceived
trust in a product, service, or experience is only ratified or contradicted at the consumption
stage). To this end, McKnight, Choudhury and Kacmar (2002) propose a ‘trust-building
model’ (TBM), comprised of three phases: antecedents; beliefs and intentions; and trusting
behaviours. The TBM is similar to the process of relationship development, where “trust is
created by two antecedents (i.e., structural assurance and external factors) influencing
consumers’ trust intentions, which lead to engaging behaviors such as following advice,
sharing information, and purchasing” (Yang et al., 2018, p.3). Thus, consumers may pursue
the sense of security provided by experiences perceived as trustworthy (Fine, 2003), and are
inclined to trust products or brands if they are confident that service providers can deliver on

promises and meet their expectations (Napoli et al., 2014).

As such, there is a degree of consistency concerning scholarly emphasis on reliability
(Sirdeshmukh et al., 2002), confidence (Moorman et al., 1992), and expectancy (Dietz & Den
Hartog, 2006) within multidisciplinary definitions of trust. This study therefore considers
perceived trust within the cultural heritage context as when visitors have: “belief, trust or
faith in an organization [i.e., a heritage site], its staff [i.e., the people they interact with] and
services [i.e., the heritage assets therein]” (Flanagan, Johnston & Talbot, 2005, p.375). Here,
Flanagan et al. (2005) draw a distinction between service providers’ ability to control or

mould visitor expectations, suggesting trust may be shaped with or without prior
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consumption. For the former, organisations can influence consumer perceptions by meeting
expectations previously whereas, for the latter, service providers may have little-to-no control
over how trustworthy consumers perceive their offering to be. Thus, for consumers with no
prior experience of a product, destination, or service, trust may be shaped by personal beliefs,
the media, or via word-of-mouth — vessels difficult for organisations to control (Flanagan et
al., 2005).

Nonetheless, perceived trust can be stimulated in other ways, underpinned by factors
that organisations can control (e.g., visibility, familiarity, and communication). To this end,
research demonstrates that repeat visitors display affective commitment and loyalty to
organisations that have earned their trust (Bowden, 2009). Trust for first-time visitors,
however, is yet to be earned, and new customers will be driven by calculative commitment
when considering whether to engage or not with heritage sites (Flanagan et al., 2005).
Further, heritage sites often rely on new consumers, as many visitors only do so once,
particularly if they are tourists or do not live locally (Gannon et al., 2019). It is thus important
for heritage sites to establish perceived trust (a positive calculative commitment) with

potential new consumers via marketing communications.

Therefore, to motivate new consumers to visit cultural heritage sites, marketing
communications must go beyond simply creating awareness and recognition. First-time
visitors may be sceptical and pose challenging questions such as “I need to trust what you say
is what you deliver” (Lane, 2007, p.249). This can solidify visitor expectations and will likely
mould their perceptions of the cultural heritage site’s ‘brand promise’. However, marketing
communications do not deliver the brand promise — this is contingent on the service process.
Cultural heritage sites must thus provide MTE during consumption. Disappointment,
especially at the beginning of consumption experiences, may raise concerns regarding
organisational competence and trigger visitor distrust (Enli & Rosenberg, 2018). As such,
perceived trust may serve as an important determinant of consumption - visitors’ perceptions
of whether an experience is trustworthy are likely to shape their experiences, with perceptions
of trustworthiness influencing decision-making in both affective and cognitive terms, guiding

behaviour pre-, during, and post-consumption.

Cultural heritage sites therefore represent the ‘referent’ (one who is being trusted)
within this study (Dietz & Den Hartog, 2006), with focus placed on visitors’ perceived trust
of these sites. Here, perceived trust is conceptualised based on four attributes (dependability,



competence, integrity, and responsiveness) (Sirdeshmukh et al., 2002). Further, as perceived
trust is self-identified by visitors based on whether they believe an experience is trustworthy
or not, data was collected on-site. Therefore, the conceptualisation of trust employed within
this study echoes calculus-based trust, underpinned by “confident positive expectations”
(Dietz & Den Hartog, 2006, p.564).

Cultural Heritage Characteristics: Sincerity and Authenticity

One significant debate in contemporary marketing and branding research centres on brand
heritage, its antecedents (e.g., familiarity, nostalgia), and its consequences (e.g., loyalty,
attachment) (Rose et al., 2016). A brand’s link to the past constitutes its ‘brand heritage’,
which acts as an asset for trust building. A brand with provenance, stability, and authenticity
is typically considered ‘strong’ - stimulating perceived consumer trust, and inspiring
memorable experiences (Merchant & Rose, 2013).

Regarding cultural heritage consumption, attributes contributing to the authenticity or
sincerity of destinations and attractions dominate discourse on how trustworthy offerings
therein are perceived to be (Kolar & Zabkar, 2010). However, the perceived sincerity of
locals and their impact on experiential consumption is often overlooked (Prince, 2017).
Interactions with local people are an important aspect of destination personality, and can
encourage leisure consumption (Taheri et al., 2018). However, this is only manifest if visitors
trust that interactions are likely to be sincere and provide an accurate representation of life at
a cultural place (Wang et al., 2014). Two distinct yet complementary dimensions underpin
this host sincerity: ‘sincere social interactions’ and ‘sincere emotional responses’ (Taheri et
al., 2018). Social interactions are considered sincere when locals willingly provide visitors
with insight into their lives, not solely for financial reward (Prince, 2017). Visitors’ sincere
emotional response acknowledges that these interactions occur, focussing on the emotional
impact of this local-visitor interface (Taheri et al., 2018). This suggests that if visitors trust
the integrity of their interactions with locals, concerns surrounding the sincerity of these
interactions may be diluted.

Therefore, consumers’ perceptions of sincere consumption experiences are driven by
the actions of locals, where passion, openness, and integrity are married together with a
desire to represent local culture and values (Wang, Ngamsiriudom, & Hsieh, 2015). Locals’
behaviours should be place-specific, culture-sensitive, manifest irrespective of visitor

presence, and natural (Prince, 2017). As such, perceived trust may influence visitors’



attitudes towards whether their interactions with locals are sincere, with little careful curation,

management, or cynicism (Taheri et al., 2018). Thus:

H1: Perceived trust is positively related to sincerity.

Visitor-local interactions are not the only elements of cultural heritage consumption
likely to be influenced by perceived trust. While debate remains concerning its exact
characteristics, the desire to experience authentic heritage has long-motivated consumption
(Curran et al., 2018). Authenticity research often prioritizes two elements: object-based and
existential authenticity (Taheri et al., 2018). Object-based authenticity encompasses “how
people see themselves in relation to objects” (Steiner & Reisinger, 2006, p.74) and is
concerned with visitors” perceptions of tangible heritage assets encountered in-situ. If these
objects are considered appropriately native, and visitors trust their provenance, they may
contribute to the overall perceived authenticity of such sites (Kolar & Zabkar, 2010).

However, cultural heritage consumption is inherently experiential and native objects
do not exist in isolation. Authenticity can thus also be derived from visitors’ ‘lived
experience’ (Taheri et al., 2018). This is both intra-personal (physical) and inter-personal
(self-made) in nature, where involvement, engagement, and participation in activities
perceived to be authentic can stimulate positive emotional responses (Gannon et al., 2017).
These elements should be distinct and novel, yet fulfilling and gratifying (Steiner &
Reisinger, 2006). However, cultural heritage consumption is rarely context or object-free, and
thus both components often emerge harmoniously, where on-site artefacts positively
influence the perceived authenticity of cultural heritage sites as a whole (Ye, Xiao, & Zhou,
2018).

Moreover, consumers typically place greater faith and trust in sites that they expect to
house authentic heritage from which they can derive value (Lude & Prigl, 2018). Studies
indicate that consumers’ perceptions of authenticity and trust are conceptually different;
however, there is a positive relationship between both (Napoli et al., 2014). Taheri et al.
(2018) argue that antecedent factors (e.g., cultural motivations, trust) may influence the
perceived authenticity and sincerity of cultural places. As such, both sincerity and
authenticity are likely to be underpinned by visitors’ perceptions of how trustworthy a site’s

offering is likely to be; trust in the provenance of the consumption experience and objects



therein, and trust that locals are likely to act in a sincere - not disingenuous - manner.

Therefore:

H2: Perceived trust is positively related to object-based authenticity.
H3: Perceived trust is positively related to existential authenticity.

H4: Object-based authenticity is positively related to existential authenticity.

Memorable Tourism Experiences

Cultural heritage site managers aiming to build enduring and successful offerings strive to
provide visitors with experiences that are exciting, distinct, and ultimately memorable
(Yalinay et al., 2018). Trust in consuming experiences has been conceptualized as
‘experiential trust” (Wu, 2017), serving as a core dimension of the consumer experience
index (Knutson et al., 2011). If visitors’ perceive they can trust the sincerity of locals, the
authenticity of objects found at destinations, and the authenticity of consumption experiences
as a whole, this might stimulate MTE (Kolar & Zabkar, 2010; Prince, 2017). This
memorability is also influenced by perceptions of destination and attraction quality, and the
satisfaction derived from consumption therein (Yalinay et al., 2018). Contingent on both the
emotional and sensory experiences, it can encourage visitors to revisit cultural places, or to
recommend them to others (Thompson et al., 2018). As such, a cultural heritage site’s
tangible and intangible characteristics contribute significantly to MTE, doing so with a
degree of synchronicity (Lee, 2015). As visitors increasingly pursue opportunities to engage
with authentic objects (Kolar & Zabkar, 2010), interact with sincere locals (Wang et al.,
2015), and foster experiential emotional connections (Gannon et al., 2017), heritage
consumption perceived as trustworthy while satisfying each of these expectations may

emerge as more memorable (Lude & Prigl, 2018). Thus:

H5: Perceived trust positively influences MTE.
H6: Host sincerity positively influences MTE.
H7: Object-based authenticity positively influences MTE.

H8: Existential authenticity positively influences MTE.

RESEARCH METHOD
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Data Collection

Face-to-face questionnaires were employed to collect data from visitors at five heritage sites
(Amir Nezam House; Blue Mosque; Boulourchian house; Constitutional House of Tabriz;
Ghari Bridge) in Tabriz, Iran in 2017. A celebrated cultural destination, Tabriz is home to
many internationally recognised heritage assets. However, it is perhaps best known for its
marketplace complex, which has served as a pillar of the Silk Road since the 13" century and

remains a globally recognised example of a traditional bazaar (Curran et al., 2018).

We explained the purpose of this study to willing participants, and pilot tested it with
25 heritage site visitors. The questionnaire was converted to Farsi then ‘back-translated’ into
English to validate the meaning of each question (Gannon et al., 2017). From here, questions
were modified and 320 responses comprising the final sample were collected. The mean
replacement technique was used to overcome missing values across the dataset (Hair, Black,
Babin, & Anderson, 2010). Demographically, 53.2% of the participants were male, with

57.1% aged 46+. Further, 38.8% were local to Tabriz, with the rest from elsewhere in Iran.
Measures and Common Method Variance

All measures were adapted from prior studies, with statements answered on a 7-point Likert
scale (1 ‘strongly disagree’; 7 ‘strongly agree’). Iltems from Kolar and Zabkar (2010) and
Bryce et al. (2015) measured object-based authenticity. Six items, also adapted from Kolar
and Zabkar (2010), measured existential authenticity, with MTE measured via five items
adapted from Lee (2015). Sincerity, a multi-dimensional concept underpinned by two
dimensions (sincere social interaction and sincere emotional response), was measured using a
10-item construct introduced by Taheri et al. (2018). Table 2 provides an overview of these

constructs, their underlying items, and descriptive statistics.

Consistent with extant studies, we followed the behavioural definition of trust (Mayer
et al., 1995; Sirdeshmukh et al., 2002) to capture respondents’ perceived trust of heritage
offerings within Tabriz. Sirdeshmukh et al., (2002, p.17) define trust as *...the expectations
held by the consumer that the service provider is dependable and can be relied on to deliver
on its promises”. Sirdeshmukh et al. (2002) and Mayer et al. (1995) also highlight the main
characteristics of a trustee based on previous studies: ability (competence), benevolence, and
integrity. As such, perceived trust was measured using four items adapted from Sirdeshmukh

et al. (2002). The instruction provided to respondents was - “based on your past experience
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with other heritage sites, please evaluate your experience with locals and heritage sites in
Tabriz”. Perceived trust was then measured based on participants’ responses to the following:
‘I feel that this heritage site is’: (i) “1 ‘very undependable’ to 7 ‘very dependable’; (ii) “1
‘very incompetent’ to 7 “very competent’”; (iii) “1 ‘of very low integrity’ to 7 ‘of very high
integrity’”; and (iv) “1 “very unresponsive to visitors’ to 7 “very responsive to visitors’”. As
with the items used to measure authenticity, sincerity, and MTE, a 7-point Likert scale was

employed.

We also tested for the presence of Common Method Variance (CMV). To minimise
social desirability bias, participants were informed that all answers would remain anonymous.
Independent and dependent constructs were placed in different parts of the questionnaire.
Two statistical approaches were used to evaluate CMV. First, Harman’s single-factor test was
employed by entering all principal constructs into a Principal Component Analysis (PCA)
(Podsakoff et al., 2003). The eigenvalue unrotated PCA solution detected 7 factors, with the
highest portion of variance explained by a single factor 32.211%. Second, the unmeasured
method factor approach was employed, with a common method factor presented to the
structural model (Liang et al., 2007). We calculated average variance of indicators and the
method factor, with results indicating that the average variance illustrated by indicators was
61%, whereas the average method-based variance was 1.6% (38:1). Therefore, CMV was not

a concern.
[TABLEZ?]
Empirical Analysis

Partial Least Square structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) was used to test the conceptual
model. PLS-SEM is appropriate for examining formative, reflective, composite and higher-
order models (Henseler, Ray, & Hubona, 2016). Advancing conventional PLS-SEM,
Consistent Partial Least Squares (PLSc) was employed for the estimation and assessment of
the model (Dijkstra & Henseler, 2015). PLSc “solves the consistency problem, path
coefficients, construct correlations, and indicator loadings...avoids the issue of
overestimation and underestimation of parameters” (Liébana-Cabanillaset al., 2017, p.1020).
PLS-SEM uses a bootstrapping approach to test the consistency of estimates, and is an
established variance-based SEM technique employed across service and tourism literature
(Taheri, Jafari, & Okumus, 2017). ADANCO 2.0.1 variance-based software was used to
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examine the conceptual model by running the bootstrapping algorithm with 5,000 resamples
(Henseler, 2017)

Measurement Model Evaluation

Echoing Ajamieh et al. (2016), we evaluated measurement model reliability and validity. As
per Table 3, all first-order reflective constructs held adequate internal consistency, alongside
convergent and discriminant validity. Thus, the reflective constructs can be regarded
unidimensional. To test whether the first-order reflective constructs differed sufficiently, we
examined their discriminant validity using Fornell and Larcker’s (1981) criterion, which
requires a construct’s AVE to exceed the square of its largest correlation with any other
construct. All reflective constructs met this requirement (Table 4). Following Henseler,
Ringle, and Sarstedt (2015), we also tested for heterotrait-monotrait ratio of correlations
(HTMT). HTMT offers superior performance by means of a Monte Carlo simulation when
compared to Fornell and Larcker’s (1981) criterion. All HTMT values were <.85. Thus,

discriminant validity exists between constructs (Table 4).
[TABLE3]

[TABLE4]

To examine the second-order factor structure, the repeated measures approach was
used to estimate hierarchal component models (HCMs) in PLS-SEM (Ajamieh et al., 2016).
The relationships between the second-order ‘host sincerity” construct and its two underlying
factors: (1)sincere social interaction (=.85; t-value=51.01; R?=.83) and (2)sincere emotional
response (5=.83; t-value=38.78; R?=.78) were significant. Further, all R? values surpassed the
recommended threshold (.50). Finally, we established multicollinearity among items by
employing the variance inflation factor (VIF) and tolerance test. All VIF values were below
the threshold (>3) and the tolerance test reported a value of <0.31 (Hair et al., 2010).

Therefore, multicollinearity was not a concern (Table 3).

Hypotheses Testing

Goodness-of-Fit was supported by two approximate measures: a standardized root mean
square residual (SRMR) of .057 for PLS and .052 for PLSc (acceptable if SRMR<.08) (Hair
et al., 2017). Figure 1 presents the outcome of the PLS-SEM by means of its R and S-value
for both PLS and PLSc models, with consistent results. As per Figure 1, and confirming H1,

the results demonstrate that perceived trust has a positive impact on sincerity. The results also
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revealed a positive relationship between perceived trust and object-based authenticity,
confirming H2. Further, the results indicate a positive relationship between perceived trust
and existential authenticity, supporting H3. As per H4, the results suggest that there is a
positive relationship between object-based authenticity and existential authenticity.
Confirming H5 and H6, a direct positive relationship was found between (a) perceived trust
and, (b) sincerity, and MTE respectively. Finally, existential authenticity exerted positive
effects on MTE, confirming H8. However, the results rejected the proposed relationship
between object-based authenticity and MTE (H7). Following Yalinay et al. (2018), the
correlations between each dimension of the higher order sincerity construct and related
constructs (i.e., perceived trust and MTE) were tested. The results confirm the positive
relationships between perceived trust, MTE and the two underlying sincerity dimensions
(Table 5).
[FIGURE1]

[TABLES5]

Post-hoc Analysis of Indirect Effects

Following Taheri et al. (2017), we conducted further mediation analyses via the
bootstrapping method. Using a 95% confidence interval (CI) for the parameter estimates,
resampling 5,000 times, the results indicate the indirect effect of perceived trust on existential
authenticity through object-based authenticity (indirect f=.41, t-value=15.11, p<.001, 95%
CI=[.40, .43]). As the direct effect of this relationship was also significant, the results suggest
that object-based authenticity partially mediates the influence of perceived trust on existential
authenticity. The findings also indicated the indirect effect of perceived trust on MTE through
sincerity (indirect p=.37, t-value=12.13, p<.001, 95% CI=[.33, .43]). Again, as the direct

effect was significant, sincerity partially mediates the influence of perceived trust on MTE.

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

We examined whether visitors’ ‘perceived trust’ influences their perceptions of authenticity,
sincerity, and MTE at heritage sites. The findings first establish the significant influence of
perceived trust on sincerity (H1), object-based authenticity (H2), and existential authenticity
(H3). Thus, this study provides evidence that perceived trust can influence how visitors

perceive locals (perceptions of social interactions and subsequent emotional responses) and
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heritage sites/assets (object-based authenticity, existential authenticity), consistent with
previous studies (Curran et al., 2018; Taheri, et al., 2018; Wang et al., 2014). Further, object-
based authenticity was positively related to existential authenticity within this heritage

consumption context (H4), echoing extant discourse (Bryce et al., 2015; Taheri et al., 2018).

Moreover, the results indicate that its antecedents (including sincerity, existential
authenticity, and perceived trust) influence MTE (H5, H6, H8). This is consistent with Wang
et al. (2014), Bryce et al. (2015), and Taheri et al. (2018), who also highlight the importance
of trustworthiness, host sincerity, and authenticity on MTE. However, the results identified
no significant relationship between object-based authenticity and MTE (H7), which
challenges established understanding of the interplay between these often-complementary
constructs (cf. Bryce et al., 2015; Kolar & Zabkar, 2010). Therefore, this study contributes to
extant discourse by demonstrating the nuanced impact of perceived trust on cultural heritage
visitors’ perceptions of host sincerity, authenticity, and MTE (Bozic, 2017; Taheri et al.,
2018).

Theoretical Implications

This study contributes to ongoing theorising on relationship marketing within tourism
literature by further investigating factors influencing consumer decision-making, attitudes,
and evaluations within the cultural heritage context. The findings contribute to our
understanding of perceived trust and provide a basis for predictors of MTE. One of the more
noteworthy findings, in contrast to extant discourse, suggests that object-based authenticity is
not considered a predictor of MTE (cf. Gannon et al., 2017). This is a significant counterpoint
to existing knowledge within the field of consumer research, where the importance of
artefacts found at cultural places has often been considered paramount (Curran et al., 2018;
Kolar & Zabkar, 2010; Taheri et al., 2018). Further, this study extends extant knowledge of
trust as an antecedent construct, with the power to influence visitor perceptions during
consumption. The principal theoretical implication is therefore that perceived trust plays an
important role in shaping memorable visitor experiences. This suggests that visitors are likely
to have an opinion on whether they trust the integrity of a heritage offering, and that this can
influence their perceptions of tangible, intangible, and experiential stimuli on-site (e.g.,
perceptions of authenticity and sincerity), and resultant post-consumption outcomes (e.g.,
MTE). As such, the relevance of perceived trust is supported in relation to object-based
authenticity, existential authenticity, sincerity, and MTE. The study therefore extends extant

understanding of the role of perceived trust within the context of cultural heritage
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consumption — serving as a core psychological need that can be satisfied at multiple points
throughout the process (Wang et al., 2014).

Thus, the results demonstrate that perceived trust plays an important antecedent role,
with the power to influence visitor experiences and brand loyalty. This suggests that
perceived trust serves to underpin cultural heritage sites’ brand equity as visitors’ perceptions
of the potential value delivered on-site can encourage calculus-based trust (of potential
relevance to first-time visitors) or commitment and loyalty through knowledge- or
identification-based trust (of potential relevance to repeat visitors). As such, while this study
did not examine differences between groups, it is important to acknowledge that perceived
trust may act differently for both new and repeat visitors, in line with extant literature
(Gannon et al., 2019). Nonetheless, the findings suggest that perceived trust is likely to play a
crucial role in stimulating memorable cultural heritage consumption for visitors irrespective

of prior on-site experience.

Practical Implications

Vital to relationship marketing within the cultural heritage sector, perceived trust can
“dismiss customers’ vulnerability during their decision-making process when they are in an
uncertain environment” (Wang et al., 2014, p.6). The heritage industry is underpinned by
uncertainty, particularly for first-time visitors (Gannon et al., 2019). Thus, site managers
should design their marketing activities in a way that demonstrates the trustworthiness of
their offerings by developing strategies aimed at ensuring perceived authenticity and
sincerity, building consumer trust in the process. As such, this study provides insight into
how cultural heritage sites can systematically work to nurture consumer trust through positive
associations with the site’s competence and locals’ behaviours and attitudes. Both the site
itself and the local people are therefore essential for building authenticity and sincerity-based

perceived trust.

Nonetheless, the process of earning trust can be slow, but distrust can emerge rapidly
and with significant consequences (Enli & Rosenberg, 2018). Thus, the findings suggest that
this process should be carefully managed, ensuring that all visitors receive excellent service
on-site. Service management theory postulates that delivering ‘promises’ within the service
environment nourishes ‘trust’, while dealing well with perceived problems avoids triggering
consumer “distrust’. Thus, to stimulate perceived trust, cultural heritage site managers should

opt to develop and subsequently draw upon their site’s social currency. Social currency refers
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to brand-specific interactions manifest in offline and online platforms and, as per Kesgin and
Murthy (2019), higher perceived social currency can enhance brand equity, improves

experience quality, engenders trust, and stimulates consumer loyalty.

Thus, while cultural heritage visitors are typically motivated by a desire to experience
genuine local culture in a meaningful manner, the commercialisation and modernisation of
cultural places can undermine the perceived authenticity and sincerity of such offerings
(Taheri et al., 2018). Cultural heritage visitors may become cautious and distrustful if they
consider that the ‘real’ experience has been manipulated with profit solely in-mind.
Therefore, perceived trust plays a key, underlying role in shaping visitor perceptions,
encouraging them to feel that they are likely to gain a ‘real’ experience through both
objects/experiences felt to be meaningful (authenticity) and interactions with locals perceived

to meaningful (sincerity) at cultural heritage sites.

Regarding authenticity, our findings suggest that greater effort is required to improve
perceptions of object-based authenticity at heritage sites (e.g., tweaking the presentation of
native objects, site design, and layout) in order to meet visitor expectations. More
specifically, our sample demonstrated lower mean scores (Table 2) for the four object-based
authenticity underlying items. This reflects competence-based perceived trust in the policies
and procedures of the cultural sites. Second, ensuring appropriate experience design, services,
and support should also be considered a priority for site managers hoping to stimulate
perceived existential authenticity. This may enhance perceived competence; stimulating
perceived trust while reducing the potential for distrust to emerge. Thus, managers must
design servicescapes with the intent of evoking desired emotions in visitors’ minds
throughout their on-site journey (Yalinay et al., 2018). There is therefore a need to design
heritage site servicescapes in a manner that encourages local-visitor exchanges during

consumption, stimulating sincere social interactions and sincere emotional responses.

Therefore, the cultural heritage industry must take advantage of their “setting’ (e.g.,
servicescape) by placing visitors at the centre of experience management processes. In doing
so, social connectivity (Gannon et al., 2017), participatory engagement (Simon, 2010), and
social currency (Kesgin & Murthy, 2019) may emerge as useful tools, aiding managers in the
curation of on-site experience management processes. This could offset prior over-reliance on
transaction-based exchanges, moving the sector towards a relationship-based model. In doing
so, participatory engagement could serve to stimulate social connectivity, facilitating
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interactions on-site, in line with extant research which promotes cultural heritage sites as
“important hubs that elevate sociability” (Jafari, Taheri, & vom Lehn, 2013, p.1746). To this
end, the industry should embrace Simon’s (2010) suggestions on participatory and interactive
design in order to stimulate visitor-visitor interactions and meaningful exchanges (Cordina,
Gannon & Croall, 2019).

Further, this study suggests that perceived trust could reassure visitors that cultural
heritage consumption will be memorable. This is of particular importance as it can be used to
develop targeted interventions aimed at new visitors. For new visitors, perceived trust is
crucial, as their ability to process information is likely to differ significantly from those of
repeat visitors (cf. Gannon et al., 2019) Further, perceived trust can lead to rapport between
individuals, stimulating cooperation (Lovell, 2009). Managerial atteantion should therefore
centre on establishing perceived trust between visitors and locals so in order to encourage co-
creation. In order to do so, the consumer experience should be designed in a manner that
facilitates high quality, sincere visitor-local interactions, with multiple interactive touchpoints
along the way (Taheri et al., 2018). This may help to develop cognitive commitment in new
visitors and affective commitment in repeat visitors, who may consequently serve as brand

advocates.

The way in which visitors connect with destinations, sites and attractions continues to
change. This influences how industry managers and marketers develop relationships with
potential visitors. Nonetheless, technology can help the cultural heritage industry build and
maintain close relationships with visitors. Thus, the findings suggest that there is potential for
cultural heritage sites to move away from the traditional ‘object-based exchange’ towards a
dialogue-based, relational exchange. In doing so, site managers must ensure that objects are
used to support engaging, inventive, and meaningful host-visitor and visitor-visitor
interactions, echoing the relationship between object-based authenticity and MTE identified
within this study (Lochrie et al., 2019). For example, developing an open, international, and
responsive online presence may allow industry managers to benefit from the advocacy
behaviour inherent within online brand communities (Hewer et al., 2017), further developing
the potential for visitors to trust the provenance and integrity of their offering. More
specifically, visitor engagement may increase if marketers demonstrate that their offering is
characterised by authentic and sincere values. Thus, care should be taken in designing and

presenting the characteristics of heritage sites in a promotional capacity.
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The findings also recognize the wider societal impact of established or earned trust
and cultural heritage consumption. As, Simintiras et al. (2014) remind us, confidence and
trust research can contribute significantly at macro and micro levels. Visitors, locals, and
cultural heritage site managers may benefit from satisfactory consumption experiences;
satisfactory heritage consumption is likely to be memorable and may enhance the wellbeing
of visitors, which in turn can positively affect the community in which cultural heritage sites

are located.
Limitations and Future Research

Finally, we recognize the limitations of this study. First, the results are contextually restricted
as all data was collected from one Iranian city. While Iran is experiencing increasing tourist
attention (Taheri et al., 2019) the antecedent importance of perceived trust may be lower for
individuals visiting established heritage sites in developed markets. We therefore encourage
colleagues to explore the relationships between perceived trust, sincerity, authenticity, and
MTE in alternate contexts, comparing their findings accordingly. Second, this is a cross-
sectional study. Thus, the broad confirmation of causal predictions is constrained by design.
Further, questionnaires alone were employed to collect data. While emphasis was placed on
ensuring the validity of this approach, supplementary qualitative data could help to explore
the interplay between the constructs central to this study. We therefore encourage future
research to collect qualitative interview data and in-depth, descriptive visitor accounts of how
perceived trust, authenticity, and sincerity can foster memorable heritage consumption.
Finally, extant literature (Flanagan et al., 2005; Gannon et al., 2019) suggests that perceived
trust may be manifest differently for different consumer groups (e.g., for first-time/repeat
visitors or domestic/international visitors). Thus, future research could focus on identifying
differences in the antecedent role that trust plays in shaping consumption between diverse
visitor groups within the context of cultural heritage tourism. Nevertheless, these limitations
provide opportunities for colleagues to extend this nascent study into the importance of
perceived trust, sincerity, and authenticity in stimulating memorable experiences within the

context of cultural heritage consumption.
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Table 1.Multidisciplinary definitions of trust

Source Discipline Explanation See also
(Caton et al., Computer “...positive expectation or assumption on future (Al Qundus et al., 2019)
2012, p.428) science outcomes  that  results from  proven
contextualised personal interaction-histories
corresponding to conventional relationship
types and can be leveraged by formal and
informal rules and conventions within a Social
Cloud to facilitate as well as influence the scope
of collaborative exchange.”
(Sabel, Economics “...the mutual confidence that no party to an (Evans & Krueger, 2009)
1993, exchange will exploit the other’s vulnerability.”
p.1133)
(Mayer et Management “...the willingness of a party to be vulnerable to (Lewicki, Tomlinson, &
al., 1995, the actions of another party based on the Gillespie, 2006)
p.712) expectation that the other will perform a
particular action important to the trustor,
irrespective of the ability to monitor or control
that other party.”
(Moorman et Marketing “...willingness to rely on an exchange partner in  (Kantsperger & Kunz, 2010;

al., 1992,
p.314)
(Kroeger,
2012, p.747)

(Newton,
2001, p.202)

(Gidman et
al., 2012,

p.2)

(Rotter,
1967, p.651)

(Khodyakov,
2007, p.126)

Organizational
science

Political
Science

Public health

Social
psychology

Sociology

whom one has confidence.”

“an actor who trusts an organization makes
themselves vulnerable to the actions of others
who are guided by the organization, based on
what the actor knows about the regularities of
organizational behavior and about the
behavioural incentives and norms as set by the
organization”

“...the actor’s belief that, at worst, others will
not knowingly or willingly do him harm, and at
best, that they will act in his interests”.
“...optimistic acceptance of a vulnerable
situation which is based on positive
expectations of the intentions of the trusted
individual or institution”

"Expectancy held by an individual or group that
the word, promise, verbal or written statement
of another...can be relied upon.”

“..a process of constant imaginative
anticipation of the reliability of the other party’s
actions based on (1) the reputation of the partner
and the actor, (2) the evaluation of current
circumstances of action, (3) assumptions about
the partner’s actions, and (4) the belief in the
honesty and morality of the other side.”

Sirdeshmukh et al., 2002)

(Fulmer & Gelfand, 2012;
Rousseau et al., 1998)

(Enli & Rosenberg, 2018)

(Ward & Meyer, 2009)

(Evans & Krueger, 2009)

(Robbins, 2016)
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Table 2.Survey items and descriptive statistics

Constructs/Associated items Mean Std. Deviation
Sincere social interaction(Taheri et al., 2018)

My interactions with locals help to reinforce my understanding of the 5.89 1.182
place

Locals are eager to educate me with regards to their culture 5.03 1.81
| talk and interact with locals about their real and true culture 5.34 2.12
Locals are happy to involve me in their real lives 4.92 1.92
Locals are comfortable showing me their culture 4.77 1.79
Sincere emotional response(Taheri et al., 2018)

It is important that | see the real lives of locals. 5.83 1.64
When | see locals, I am conscious of their role within the place. 412 1.25
Locals present themselves to visitors/guests accurately and honestly. 5.17 1.64
There are similarities between what | see and my expectations of 4.06 1.25
locals

Locals represent themselves truthfully and passionately to visitors 5.09 1.55
Object-based authenticity(Bryce et al., 2015; Kolar & Zabkar, 2010)

The overall architecture and impression inspired me 3.40 1.95
I liked the design and tangible elements within the site 3.57 1.76
| liked the way the site blends with the wider environment, which 3.49 1.86
offers many other interesting places for sightseeing

I liked the information provided within the site and found it interesting 3.91 1.69
Existential authenticity(Bryce et al., 2015; Kolar & Zabkar, 2010)

I liked special arrangements, events, celebrations connected to the site.  3.50 2.03
This visit provided a thorough insight into the specific historical era. 3.72 2.06
During the visit | felt the related history, legends, and historical 3.76 2.19
personalities

I enjoyed the unique spiritual experience 3.13 2.18
I liked the calm and peaceful atmosphere during the visit 3.85 1.77
| felt connected with human history and civilization 4.02 1.80
MTE(Lee, 2015)

I enjoyed this experience and feel excited 5.40 1.95
I closely experienced the local culture 5.57 1.76
I enjoyed a sense of freedom 5.49 1.86
I did something meaningful 5.91 1.69
I gained a lot of knowledge about this place 5.08 2.07
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Table 3.Summary of measurement model assessment

Construct Loading Loading CR AVE pa pc Max
(PLS) (PLSc) HTMT
Trust [.76,.82] [.72,.839] 91 60 .87 .74 .32
Object-based authenticity [.70,.80] [.72,.82] 85 52 .81 .77 .45
Existential authenticity [.71,.80] [.72,.82] 87 51 .82 84 .44
MTE [.71,.87] [.71,.81] 86 58 .83 .76 .61
Sincere social interaction [.72,.82] [.72,.82] 82 61 .84 81 .58
Sincere emotional response  [.71,.83] [.72,.83] 80 57 .88 .83 .51

Note: Dijkstra-Henseler’s pa>.70; Dillon-Goldstein’s pc>.70; Composite reliability
(CR)>.70; Average Variance Extracted (AVE)>.50; heterotrait-monotrait ratio of
correlations (HTMT)>0.85; Loading>.60.

Table 4.Correlation Matrix

Q) 2 6 @& 6 6 O

(1) Trust A7

(2)Object-based authenticity .48 .72

(3)Existential authenticity 16 43 71
(4)Sincerity 45 26 .31 n/a
(5)MTE 38 .43 37 45 76

(6)Sincere social interaction 42 35 23 29 .33 .78
(7)Sincere emotional response .32 .32 .47 .54 .28 .23 .75

Note: ‘Sincerity’ AVE value is absent as sincerity was specified as a higher-order model;
square root of AVE is diagonal in boldface. Inter-construct correlation is shown off the
diagonal; n/a=not applicable.

Table 5.Correlation between sincerity dimensions, trust, and MTE

Dimensions Correlations  Lower bound CI Higher bound ClI
Trust<->Sincere social interaction 32* 24 39
Trust<->Sincere emotional response 40* .32 47
MTE<->Sincere social interaction .34* 27 41
MTE<->Sincere emotional response .28* 22 .35

Note: Significant at *t>3.29; p<.001; n.s.=non-significant. Cl=confidence interval.
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