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This research aims to investigate the linkages among destination brand quality, 
destination brand image, destination brand awareness and destination brand 
equity in the case of Gilgit-Baltistan, Pakistan, and to explore the mediating role 
of perceived value in explaining brand equity. The study used a quantitative 
research design and collected data from tourists at popular tourist spots in Gilgit-
Baltistan via a structured questionnaire and analyzed using Partial Least Squares 
Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM). The results suggest that perceived 
value significantly mediates the association between destination brand image, 
destination brand quality and destination brand equity. Destination brand equity is 
positively and significantly influenced by destination brand image, destination 
brand awareness, and destination brand quality. Moreover, destination image can 
enhance destination brand equity without depending on brand value. The findings 
provide empirical evidence to better understand the formation of destination brand 
equity in an emerging mountain tourism destination and offer practical implications 
for destination management organizations and policymakers.  
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Introduction 

Gilgit-Baltistan (GB), Pakistan, is one of the most 
appealing travel destinations in the country that 
attracts international and domestic visitors with 
dramatic scenery, adventure sports, rich culture, 
and warm hospitality (Baloch, 2012). GB also has 
unique biodiversity, linguistic variety, and distinct 
ethnic communities (Saqib et al., 2019). Although 
GB has a lot to offer, Pakistan has not fully 
leveraged its tourism potential, which suggests a 
need for strong empirical research. With the 
multitude of global destination choices available to 
modern travellers, destination branding is 
necessary to be differentiated and to establish a 
competitive advantage (Pike, 2005). A review of 
how visitors actually experience a destination 
brand allows marketers to fine-tune their 
promotional strategies and hold market position 
over time (Pike, 2009), and importantly, a 
successful brand produces memorable 
experiences for visitors, reduce perceived risk and 
result in repeat visits (Blain, Levy, & Ritchie, 
2005), while providing value and fulfilling or 
exceeding traveller expectations increases brand 
equity and results in long-term relationships with 
visitors (Im, Kim, Elliot, & Han, 2012). Considering 
these dynamics, it is important to evaluate 
destination brand performance (Kim, Kim, & An, 
2003). 

The Customer-Based Brand Equity (CBBE) model 
is the main framework used to measure brand 
strength (Pike et al., 2010; Im et al., 2012) and was 
first developed by Keller (1993), Aaker (1991) 
and with its four core dimensions being brand 
image, brand awareness, perceived quality, and 
brand loyalty (Qu, Kim, & Im, 2011). It is essential 
for destination managers to recognize how 
tourists perceive these factors so that they can 
boost competitiveness and enable sustainable 
growth. Brand awareness is the level to which a 
buyer can identify or remember a brand within a 
product category (Aaker, 1991). This dimension of 
brand awareness is commonly used in tourism 
research (e.g., Frías-Jamilena et al., 2018; Dedeoğlu 
et al., 2019), and it implies the presence of a 
mental image in the mind of a potential traveller 

(Gartner, 1994). Brand image is a mental picture 
based on brand associations stored in memory 
(Keller, 1993). In the literature, the terms 
association and image are frequently used 
interchangeably: Aaker (1991, p. 109) defines 
brand associations as "anything associated with a 
brand in memory" and brand image is one of the 
most widely researched dimensions in destination 
branding (Frías-Jamilena et al., 2017; Huerta-
Álvarez et al., 2020). According to Tasci et al. 
(2007), destination image is a complex concept 
involving perceptions, emotions, visual memories, 
and intentions. Perceived quality states a 
consumer's overall perception of quality of an 
offering (Zeithaml, 1988), which can be 
synonymous with brand quality (Boo et al., 2009). 
Perceived quality is a local product, service, and 
experience evaluated by tourists (Konecnik & 
Gartner, 2007) and is contingent upon how the 
visitors perceive safety, cleanliness, hospitality 
service, infrastructure, and amenities (Pike et al., 
2010; Bianchi et al., 2014). The overall value 
received by the tourist in comparison to the costs 
incurred is brand value and is the outcome of 
many factors (Parasuraman, 1997).  

The insight on how perceived value mediates 
provides tourism marketers with a means to 
enhance the visitor experience and to retain 
tourists (Intuluck et al., 2023). The exact 
psychological mechanism through which these 
foundational dimensions of brand equity relate to 
overall brand equity is still unclear, and even less 
is known about how perceived value bridges 
these dimensions in remote mountain regions 
(Hussain and Hussain, 2026b). 

Building upon the classic CBBE framework (see 
Figure 01), this investigation answers the 
following research questions for the case of Gilgit-
Baltistan as an emerging mountain destination: 
How do perceived quality, brand image, and 
brand awareness interact with each other and to 
affect brand value and overall brand equity? What 
strategies should policymakers, government 
bodies, and destination managers consider for 
improving the brand image, attracting different 
types of tourists, and improving international 
competitiveness? 
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Figure 1: Research Model 

Literature Review 

Destination Brand Equity 

The CBBE model is frequently employed by 
tourism researchers to evaluate destination 
branding (Pike et al., 2010; Boo et al., 2009). Brand 
equity is the collection of brand assets and 
liabilities that enhance value of a brand or 
diminish it in a consumer's mind (Aaker, 1996), 
which in turn influences their purchase decision 
(Keller, 1993). Based on this theoretical 
background, Cai (2002) proposed that successful 
destination branding relies on three factors: brand 
image, brand identity, and supporting marketing 
efforts, while Konecnik and Gartner (2007) 
highlighted brand dimensions that contribute to a 
stronger place-visitor relationship, with strong 
brand image being a critical factor in increasing 
overall destination equity (Pike et al., 2010; Boo et 
al., 2009). After all, the image of a place greatly 
influences future behavior (Tasci and Kozak, 
2006), and a clear brand salience and a positive 
image are necessary to enhance long-term 
relationships with travelers. 

Brand Awareness 

Brand awareness is the ease with which 
customers can recognize a particular brand in a 
particular product class (Aaker, 1996), which is a 
basic function because individuals must first 
recognize a brand before they develop positive 
attitudes about it (Gartner & Ruzzier, 2011). 
Previous studies have found that brand 
awareness is one of the key factors in destination 

selection (Chon, 1992), as travelers form an initial 
awareness set of destinations, which they then 
narrow down into a consideration set and a final 
choice set (Kotler et al., 1993), and if destination 
marketing managers concentrate on it can 
increase the chance that tourists choose their 
destination (Boo et al., 2009). In general, brand 
awareness is measured along three dimensions: 
brand knowledge, recall, and recognition (Pike et 
al., 2010). Strong brand awareness will generally 
increase overall destination brand equity through 
increased familiarity and confidence (Boo et al., 
2009), whereas insufficient branding and 
promotional efforts will weaken this relationship 
(Blain et al., 2005), and a lack of marketing efforts 
(e.g., host events and campaigns) will diminish 
brand awareness and total brand equity (Hudson 
and Ritchie, 2009). Recent research on destination 
marketing continues to show that higher brand 
awareness leads to higher brand equity (Nikkhah-
Farkhani & Zarenejad, 2025; Bettiga, 2025). 
Moreover, empirical investigations have 
demonstrated a strong association between brand 
awareness and brand value (Huang & Sarig€ollü, 
2012; Yoo & Donthu, 2001; Kim & Kim, 2004; Yoo 
& Donthu, 2001; Yoo et al., 2000; Barreda et al., 
2016; Liu et al., 2015). The preceding discussion 
suggests the following hypothesis. 

H1: Destination brand awareness has a significant 
positive effect on destination brand value. 

Destination Image 

Brand image is a fundamental component of CBBE 
(Keller, 2013b), referring to the set of consumer 
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perceptions that exist based on memory 
associations (Keller, 2013b). Instead of being 
based on actual features, a destination is evaluated 
by visitors by both rational logic and emotional 
judgment (Dobni and Zinkhan, 1990). In tourism 
literature, a destination image is considered as 
among the greatest influential factors in shaping 
the way visitors evaluate a destination (Konecnik 
and Gartner, 2007), as a positive image will attract 
tourists, increase perceived value, encourage 
repeat visitation (Phillips et al., 2013), and ensure 
a more competitive market position (Naidoo et al., 
2012). Since destination brand image is not a 
physical attribute of a destination, managers must 
develop it through marketing campaigns and 
experiential encounters (Lin and Lin, 2007); thus, 
the construct has received considerable attention 
because of its influence on travel decisions and 
post-visit perceptions (Chon, 1990). While 
traditional frameworks often categorize brand 
image as cognitive, affective, and conative (Dann, 
1996), in the present study, destination brand 
image is limited to two dimensions: destination 
brand association (DBA) and destination brand 
personality (DBP) (Davis, 2002); brand 
association is the specific functional benefit a 
brand offers to consumers, while brand 
personality describes human-like traits ascribed 
to the brand (Davis, 2002).  

Early scholars often conceptualized brand image 
as a single, literal construct. On the contrary, the 
present study views image as a cognitive (i.e., 
DBA) and affective (i.e., DBP) construct, which is in 
line with the validation by Hussain and Hussain 
(2026a). Previous examination has demonstrated 
a positive significant association between brand 
image and brand equity (Tran, 2023; Bettiga, 
2025) and brand image and overall brand value 
(Barreda et al., 2016), and even brand image has 
been identified as among the most important 
elements of CBBE (Faircloth et al., 2001). 
Furthermore, research in industrial markets has 
discover a positive and significant association 
between brand image and brand value (Davis et 
al., 2008), and confirmed brand value as a crucial 
mediating mechanism (Liu et al., 2015). With this 

theoretical background in mind, we hypothesize 
the following:  

H2: A positive and unique brand image has a 
significant and positive effect on brand value. 

Destination Quality 

Perceived quality is how good and useful a 
product or service feels to the customer (Aaker, 
1991), and it is an important brand association 
because it influences purchase decisions (Keller, 
2013). Perceived quality is a subjective quality 
assessment based on feelings and beliefs; it is 
distinct from objective quality, which is based on 
technical performance (Zeithaml 1988). 
Therefore, a high-quality perception is a 
competitive advantage that can be sustained 
(Aaker 1991), and a source of long-term market 
success (Aaker 1991). This quality impression is 
especially used by consumers when they do not 
have time or interest to extensively compare 
products (Aaker 1991). Strong quality perceptions 
make shoppers willing to pay a premium, and this 
trust may transfer to other products in the brand 
(Aaker 1991). Moreover, perceived quality is also 
a factor that makes advertising more effective, as it 
strengthens brand confidence (Aaker 1991). 
Empirical evidence exists across various 
industries that found that perceived quality 
directly affects purchase intentions (Kwak and 
Kang 2009), and in a large-scale empirical 
research of 2,400 customers in four business 
sectors, it was demonstrated that superior service 
quality increases positive customer actions and 
decreases complaints (Zeithaml et al. 1996). 

Perceived quality is also closely related to 
perceived value (Bianchi and Pike, 2011). Several 
studies have confirmed that perceived quality and 
perceived value are closely related (Zhang et al., 
2013; Xu et al., 2020), and that brand value is a key 
mediating variable (Liu et al., 2015). In addition to 
value, perceived quality has a strong positive 
effect on brand loyalty and customer satisfaction, 
as well as indirectly enhancing brand trust and 
mental associations (Saleem, Rahman, & Omar, 
2015). In addition, recent empirical evidence 
supports that perceived quality has a significant 
positive impact on brand equity (BETTIGA, 2025; 
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Oppong & Maama, 2026). According to these 
theoretical insights, the following hypothesis is 
proposed:  

H3: Destination brand quality significantly and 
positively produces destination brand value. 

Perceived Value 

Tourism marketing scholars recognize perceived 
value as a fundamental concept in tourism 
marketing and define perceived value as the 
overall judgment of benefits versus costs of a trip 
during various stages of the trip (Parasuraman, 
1997). Whether visitors return to a location is also 
influenced by both monetary value and quality of 
experience (Mechinda et al., 2009). Earlier 
empirical investigations have demonstrated that 
perceived value leads to brand loyalty (Bojanic, 
1996; Boo et al., 2009), and perceived value acts as 
a influencer in the loyalty formation process 
(Wang et al., 2022; Chang and Wang, 2011; 
Dedeoğlu, 2019; Jermsittiparsert et al., 2022). A 
positive association between brand value and 
brand equity has been demonstrated in past 
research (Jiao et al., 2018; Leone et al., 2006), and 
value is a significant underlying mediator (Songur, 
2024; Bideli et al., 2024; Zhang, 2025), which can 
clarify its mediating role and propose practical 
implications for tourism marketers to enhance 
visitor experience and long-term retention 
(Intuluck et al., 2023). These empirical findings 
support the following hypotheses:  

H4: Destination perceived value significantly 
affects destination brand equity.  

H5: Destination perceived value mediates the 
association between destination brand 
awareness and destination brand equity.  

H6: Destination perceived value mediates the 
association between destination brand 
image and destination brand equity.  

H7: Destination perceived value mediates the 
association between destination brand 
quality and destination brand equity. 

Research Methodology  

A deductive, quantitative, and causal research 
design was employed to test the proposed 

conceptual model, and data was collected from 
international tourists visiting Gilgit-Baltistan, 
Pakistan. Out of the 300 questionnaires 
distributed, 161 were returned, giving a response 
rate of 53%; after two problematic entries 
(identified using Mahalanobis distance) were 
removed, therefore, 159 valid responses were 
retained in the final dataset, demonstrating a valid 
response rate of 53.7% (which is within the 
acceptable empirical standards reported by Ali et 
al., 2021). All survey constructs were adapted 
from the existing literature, with measurement 
items drawn and refined from Han et al. (2008), 
Oliver (1997), Yoo and Donthu (2001), Hussain 
and Hussain (2026a), Back and Parks (2003), and 
Back (2005). The final questionnaire included 4 
items for brand awareness, 7 for brand image, 8 
for brand quality, 5 for brand loyalty, and 4 for 
brand equity, and responses were captured on a 
standard five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) to 
maintain measurement uniformities across all 
constructs. 

Results 

Descriptive Statistics 

The final sample contained 159 responses, with 
males (64.2%) being the majority of the 
participants. Geographically, 51.5% of the 
participants were from Asia, 24.5% were from 
Europe, and 23.9% were from other countries. 
Demographically, the majority of respondents 
were aged between 26 and 35 years (38.4%), a 
bachelor's degree (39.6%),  had a master's degree 
(44.7%)  and aged 36 to 45 years (26.4%), and 
were business owners (21.0%), professionals 
(43.3%), married with children (51.6%), high 
income (monthly income > PKR 500,000: 34.5%), 
stayed more than 15 days at the destination 
(44.6%), got destination information from friends 
(45.9%), had visited the destination once or twice 
(41.5%), and engaged in overseas travel once or 
twice a year (51.0%). 

Assessment of Measurement Model 

We conducted an inferential statistical analysis 
using SmartPLS version 3.3.3 (Ringle et al., 2005). 
Figure 2 displays our research model, which is 
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comprised of five latent constructs with 28 
reflective indicators. In partial least squares 
structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM), 

assessing the measurement model is the crucial 
first step prior to assessing any structural 
relationships. 

Figure 2: Original Study Model in SmartPLS

Indicators had loadings that ranged from 0.50 to 
0.70, which are relatively moderate values (Hair et 
al., 2019), and loadings of 0.50 or greater are 
methodologically acceptable when they are 
statistically significant; all loadings met this 
baseline criterion, and no items were removed 
from the model. Average Variance Extracted was 
calculated for convergent validity and was 0.636 

for brand awareness, 0.516 for brand image, 0.624 
for brand quality, 0.699 for brand value, and 0.838 
for brand equity, all of which exceeded the 0.50 
recommended cut-off. Composite Reliability was 
calculated for internal consistency and all scores 
exceeded 0.80, which is the standard suggested by 
Hair et al. (2014), indicating that the indicator 
loadings were sufficiently strong (see Table 2). 
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Table 2: Construct, items, Loadings, CR, AVE 

Constructs Items Loadings CR AVE 

Brand Awareness AW1 
0.688 

0.874 

 

0.636 

 

 AW2 0.788   

 AW3 0.860   

 AW4 0.842   

Brand Image DBA1 0.722 0.881 0.516 

 DBA2 0.781   

 DBA4 0.710   

 DBA5 0.645   

 DBP1 0.729   

 DBP2 0.776   

 DBP3 0.653   

Brand Quality DPQ1 0.829 0.930 0.624 

 DPQ2 0.749   

 DPQ3 0.677   

 DPQ4 0.832   

 DPQ5 0.807   

 DPQ6 0.837   

 DPQ7 0.697   

 DPQ8 0.872   

Brand Value DPV1 0.777 0.903 0.699 

 DPV2 0.843   

 DPV3 0.875   

 DPV4 0.846   

 DBL5 0.777   

Brand Equity EQTY1 
0.885 

0.954 

 
0.838 

 EQTY2 0.930   

 EQTY3 0.932   

 EQTY4 0.913   

Discriminant validity considers whether each 
construct in a structural model is unique from the 
others, meaning that the square root of the AVE 
for each construct should be larger than the 

correlation of that construct with all of the other 
constructs (Fornell and Larcker 1981). Our results 
indicate that our constructs are empirically 
distinct.
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Table 3: Fornell-Larcker Criterion 

  Awareness Equity Image Quality Value 

Awareness 0.797     

Equity 0.431 0.915    

Image 0.208 0.605 0.718   

Quality 0.370 0.684 0.524 0.790  

Value 0.539 0.554 0.355 0.534 0.836 

To determine discriminant validity, we also 
utilized the heterotrait–monotrait (HTMT) ratio of 
correlations (Voorhees et al., 2016; Henseler et al., 
2015), and every HTMT value remained below the 
suggested threshold of 0.90 (see Table 4), along 

with the AVE and CR metrics being above their 
respective cutoff thresholds, which demonstrates 
that the constructs in our model are reliable and 
distinct (see Table 2). 

Table 4: Heterotrait-Monotrait Ratio (HTMT) 

  Awareness Equity Image Quality Value 

Awareness      

Equity 0.498     

Image 0.242 0.679    

Quality 0.430 0.739 0.600   

Value 0.637 0.617 0.392 0.600  

The measurement model met all evaluation 
criteria established by Hair et al. (2019), which 
ensured the reliability and validity of the variables 
and enhance confidence to proceed to evaluate 
the structural model. 

Assessment of Structural Model 

To test these hypotheses, we conducted a path 
analysis within a structural equation modeling 

(SEM) framework, which uses path coefficients 
(𝛽) to indicate the direction and strength of 
hypothesized association between variables, 
while determining statistical significance using 𝑡-
values (Efron and Tibshirani, 1994; Bakshi and 
Krishna, 2009; Chin, 2010), where larger 𝑡-values 
demonstrate a more powerful causal relationship 
(Huang et al., 2007). For this investigation, 
structural model can be seen in Figure 3.
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Figure 3: Structural Model 

 

We assessed the structural model by examining 
multicollinearity among the independent 
constructs with Variance Inflation Factor (VIF), 
which is the ratio of how much multicollinearity 
reduces the stability and precision of the 
estimated relationships (Hair et al., 2011); as 
shown in Table 5, all VIFs were under the strict 

limit of 3.3 (Diamantopoulos & Siguaw, 2006), 
demonstrating that multicollinearity was not a 
problem, and the predictor constructs and their 
regression coefficients remained fully 
independent, making the structural model 
suitable for hypothesis testing and conclusions.

Table 5: Inner VIF Values 

  Awareness Equity Image Quality Value 

Awareness     1.159 

Equity      

Image     1.378 

Quality     1.528 

Value  1.000    

Because we did not encounter a collinearity issue, 
we assessed overall model explanatory power by 
evaluating the coefficient of determination (𝑅2) for 
each dependent construct (Shmueli & Koppius, 
2011; Sharma et al., 2021); that is, we examined 
the proportion of variance in a target variable that 
the predictor variables explain. As demonstrated 
in Table 6, brand quality, brand image and brand 

awareness explained 42.6% of the variance in 
brand value (𝑅2 =0.426), and brand value 
accounted for 30.7% of the variance in brand 
equity (𝑅2 =0.307). With reference to the 
benchmark guidelines provided by Henseler et al. 
(2009) and Hair et al. (2011), both 𝑅2 values are 
well above the acceptable range for structural 
models.
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Table 6: R-square Value 

  R Square R Square Adjusted 

Equity 0.307 0.302 

Value 0.426 0.415 

We also calculated effect sizes (𝑓2) based on 
changes in 𝑅2 when individual variables were 
removed from the structural model, and the effect 
sizes (𝑓2) indicate that brand awareness had a 
medium-to-large effect size, brand quality had a 
moderate effect size, and brand image had a 

smaller effect size, and brand value itself had a 
very strong effect size in the overall framework. 
Overall, brand awareness was the most influential 
antecedent of brand value, followed by brand 
image.

Table 7: f-square 

  Awareness Equity Image Quality Value 

Awareness     0.233 

Equity      

Image     0.012 

Quality     0.130 

Value  0.443    

Table 8 demonstrates the structural model 
outcomes of the four hypothesized direct 
associations evaluated using PLS algorithm and 
bootstrapping procedures. Our analysis shows 
that brand awareness has a significant and 
positive impact on brand value (β = 0.394, t = 
5.633), brand image has a positive while 
insignificant effect on brand value (β = 0.096, t = 

1.184), brand quality has a positive and significant 
impact on brand value (β = 0.338, t = 4.586), and 
brand value has a positive and significant impact 
on brand equity (β = 0.554, t = 10.422). As three 
out of four hypothesized direct paths are positive 
and statistically significant, therefore, three 
hypotheses are accepted whereas one hypothesis 
is rejected. 

Table 8: Result of relationships 

Hypotheses   Original Sample (O) T Statistics P Values Decision 

H1 Awareness -> Value 0.394 5.633 0.000 Accepted 

H2 Image -> Value 0.096 1.184 0.236 Rejected 

H3 Quality -> Value 0.338 4.586 0.000 Accepted 

H4 Value -> Equity 0.554 10.422 0.000 Accepted 

*Significant at p<0.05 

Mediating Effect 

All direct relationships with brand equity were 
significant before the mediating variable was 
introduced into the model: brand image positively 
affected brand equity (β = 0.258, t = 4.517) and did 
brand awareness (β = 0.167, t = 3.438), and 
perceived brand quality (β = 0.187, t = 3.552). 
After adding destination brand value as a 
mediator, the associations between both brand 

awareness and brand quality with brand equity 
remained statistically significant (t = 5.267, p = 
0.000 and t = 3.977, p = 0.001) respectively (see 
Table 9), confirming their respective hypotheses. 
However, the indirect path from brand image to 
brand equity via destination brand value was not 
statistically significant and the hypothesis was 
rejected.
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Table 9: The indirect effect 

Hypothesis   Original Sample (O) T Statistics P Values Decision 

H5 Awareness -> Value -> Equity 0.218 5.267 0.000 Accepted 

H6 Image -> Value -> Equity 0.053 1.111 0.267 Rejected 

H7 Quality -> Value -> Equity 0.187 3.977 0.000 Accepted 

Brand awareness directly affects brand equity and 
through mediation and same is the case with 
brand quality. To determine whether this 
mediation was full, partial, or absent, we 
calculated the Variance Accounted For (VAF) 
methodologically as described by Hair et al. 
(2014), where a VAF above 80% is considered full 

mediation, a VAF between 20% and 80% 
represents partial mediation, and a VAF under 
20% considered no mediation effect, which in this 
case was 96.8% for the path from brand 
awareness to brand equity, and 100% for the path 
from brand quality to brand equity, suggesting a 
full mediation effect (see Table 9). 

Table 9: Variance Accounted For  

  Indirect Total Effect VAF Type 

Awareness->Equity 0.218 0.225 0.968 Full mediation 

Quality->Equity 0.187 0.186 1.005 Full mediation 

     

Discussion  

The aim of this empirical investigation was to 
explore the structural association among 
destination brand awareness, brand image, brand 
quality, brand value, and overall brand equity of 
Gilgit-Baltistan, Pakistan, and the study also 
explored the mediating effect of destination brand 
value to explain the underlying theoretical 
mechanism.  

To summarize, the structural model 
demonstrated satisfactory predictive relevance 
and explanatory power, with 𝑅2 values of 0.426 
for brand value and 0.307 for brand equity, which 
surpassed the recommended PLS-SEM 
benchmarks (Hair et al., 2011; Henseler et al., 
2009). The three out of four hypothesized direct 
relationships were confirmed (𝑝<0.05), and the 
direct effects, before introducing the mediator, of 
brand awareness (𝛽=0.167,𝑡=3.438), brand image 
(𝛽=0.258,𝑡=4.517), and brand quality 
(𝛽=0.187,𝑡=3.552) on destination brand value 
were all significant and positive, with destination 
brand image being the most important direct 
predictor of destination brand equity, indicating 
that cognitive and affective associations (e.g., 
hospitality, unique culture, scenic beauty) are 

important antecedents of brand equity. The 
addition of destination showed that this mediator 
fully mediated the association between brand 
awareness and brand equity (VAF=96.8%), 
demonstrating that while baseline awareness is 
necessary, its ability to produce long-term brand 
equity is virtually entirely dependent on if tourists 
view that awareness as translating into functional 
and emotional value. Brand value also exhibited 
full mediation between brand quality and brand 
equity (VAF=100%), and high perceived quality 
(e.g., transport infrastructure, guiding services, 
safety) does not automatically convert visitors 
into brand ambassadors unless it provides a 
favorable cost-to-experience trade-off. 
Interestingly, the indirect path from brand image 
through brand value was not statistically 
significant (𝑝>0.05), and brand image clearly 
drives equity directly, as strong imagery generates 
emotional and symbolic ties that lead directly to 
destination equity.  

Conclusion 

This study fills an important gap in destination 
branding literature by investigating how core 
branding dimensions translate into overall brand 
equity in an under-researched, resource-rich 
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emerging mountain destination. Raw assets such 
as the natural beauty and cultural heritage of 
Gilgit-Baltistan can be the first steps toward 
building a tourism destination, but they are not 
enough for sustainable competitive advantage. 
The results provide support for the standing of 
brand quality, image and awareness as drivers of 
destination success, and that perceived brand 
value is the main psychological bridge that 
enables brand awareness and brand quality to 
produce brand equity, and that brand value fully 
mediates these paths, meaning that destination 
marketing organizations cannot rely on 
promoting high quality or high awareness, they 
must deliver an experience that visitors consider 
"worth the investment". 

Implications 

This study expands the existing model of CBBE to 
emerging mountain tourism contexts and 
explores how brand value functions differently 
across the various cognitive and affective 
antecedents. The mediation analysis further 
contributes to the structural equation modeling 
literature by providing empirical evidence of full 
mediation for cognitive/evaluative dimensions 
(awareness and quality) along with a direct, 
unmediated path for affective dimensions (image). 
This study found that destination branding factors 
do not only influence destination brand equity 
through tourists' evaluations of functional value, 
but the destination image can also directly 
enhance destination brand equity without 
tourists' rational comparisons of costs and 
benefits (Hussain et al., 2026b). 

A fair and transparent pricing strategy is required 
for destination awareness and high-quality 
services, which will strengthen destination loyalty 
and equity, so DMOs and government agencies in 
Gilgit-Baltistan should make sure that the pricing 
is fair, and that the quality of services is not only 

good, but also perceived as good value for the 
money. Along with strong destination awareness 
and high-quality services, DMOs and government 
agencies in Gilgit-Baltistan should also develop 
emotional, experiential, and visual storytelling to 
build destination brand equity, and government 
authorities should have standards for quality for 
transportation, hospitality, and adventure tourism 
services so that tourists will have good 
experiences as well.  

Limitations and Future Research Direction 

There are many limitations to this investigation. It 
was performed in the region of Gilgit-Baltistan, 
Pakistan, which may represent an emerging 
mountain tourism destination, but the findings 
might not be valid to established urban or coastal 
destinations; this examination applied a cross-
sectional research design, so it was not able to 
explain long-term causal relationships or changes 
in tourist behaviors and perception over time; and 
the investigation focused on international visitors, 
so studying domestic visitors with international 
visitors would likely yield a more comprehensive 
understanding of their divergent perceptions and 
behaviors. 

We encourage future research to compare 
domestic and international tourists to test if value 
perception differences affect the proposed 
relationships, and we encourage researchers to 
employ longitudinal or experimental research 
designs to more clearly understand how 
destination brand equity evolves and shifts over 
time after tourists visit a destination and to 
include contextual factors (e.g., perceived safety, 
travel constraints, social media influence) as 
potential moderators in future studies to gain a 
better understanding of destination branding and 
tourist behavior in emerging tourism 
destinations.
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