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Tourism supports economic diversification in Timor-Leste; however,
many destinations remain insufficiently recognized due to limited
infrastructure, accessibility challenges, and the lack of integrated
promotion. Mount Matebian possesses natural, historical, cultural, and
spiritual values that require effective destination branding to enhance
its competitiveness. This study aimed to examine the effects of
destination branding on tourists’ visiting interest and decisions to visit
Mount Matebian, as well as to assess the mediating role of visiting
interest. A quantitative explanatory research design was employed
using questionnaire data collected from 140 respondents through a
five-point Likert scale. The relationships among the constructs were
analyzed using partial least squares structural equation modeling (PLS-
SEM). The results demonstrated that destination branding had a
positive and significant effect on visiting interest (§ =0.721; p <0.001)
and visiting decisions (B = 0.359; p = 0.002). Visiting interest also had
a positive and significant effect on visiting decisions (f = 0.377; p =
0.001). Furthermore, visiting interest significantly mediated the
relationship between destination branding and visiting decisions (f =
0.272; p = 0.003), indicating partial mediation. The model explained
51.9% of the variance in visiting interest and 46.6% of the variance in

visiting decisions. Therefore, branding strategies based on Mount
Matebian’s historical, cultural, and spiritual identity can enhance
tourist interest and strengthen decisions to visit the destination.

INTRODUCTION

The tourism sector plays a strategic role in promoting national economic diversification
by optimizing natural, cultural, and historical resources. For developing countries such as
Timor-Leste, tourism sector acceleration is expected to reduce economic dependence on the
petroleum sector. However, tourism development in Timor-Leste continues to face structural
challenges, including limited basic infrastructure, transportation accessibility, and supporting
facilities in destination areas. This condition demonstrates that comparative advantages based
solely on natural attractions are no longer sufficient to influence tourist preferences within an
increasingly competitive tourism market (Hair et al., 2021) .

Tourist destinations require strong and differentiated brand identities to achieve a
distinctive position in tourists’ perceptions. In destination marketing, destination branding does
not merely function as a visual representation through logos or slogans but represents an
accumulation of experiences, values, and psychological perceptions offered to tourists (Chiang
& Chen, 2023) . Effective destination branding management has been shown to overcome
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certain physical limitations of tourist attractions by creating emotional connections and positive
expectations among potential visitors (Lin et al., 2024) .

Mount Matebian in Timor-Leste is one of the destinations with significant potential for
development through a destination branding approach. Empirically, the area offers not only
panoramic mountain landscapes but also incorporates profound historical value as a site
associated with the struggle for independence, while serving as a spiritual and religious location
for local communities. Despite these multidimensional attributes, the strategic identity of
Mount Matebian has not yet been communicated through an integrated national tourism
marketing strategy (Abbasi Sadeqi Jabali M. & Khajouei & Tadayon H., 2020; Ekinci et al.,
2023; Susanti, 2019) .

This limitation creates a clear theoretical, contextual, and empirical research gap.
Theoretically, previous studies have often positioned visit intention as the final behavioral
outcome rather than examining it as a psychological mechanism through which destination
branding is transformed into visiting decisions (Mendonga et al., 2023) . Contextually, findings
from urban, coastal, wellness, and established tourism destinations may not fully explain tourist
behavior at Mount Matebian, where limited accessibility exists alongside strong historical and
spiritual significance (Saldanha & Brites da Silva, 2024) . Empirically, studies specifically
examining destination branding at Mount Matebian remain limited, while the destination’s
combined historical, cultural, and religious attributes have not been operationalized as an
integrated branding construct (Abbasi et al., 2025; Khokhar et al., 2025; Laurance et al., 2023)
. Addressing this gap is essential because ineffective branding may cause the destination’s
authentic values to remain fragmented, reduce tourists’ understanding, and limit tourism’s
contribution to local livelihoods and national economic diversification (Aqmal & Setiawan,
2022; Kala, 2021; Usman & Hasriana, 2025).

Accordingly, the novelty of this study lies in positioning tourists’ visiting interest as a
mediating variable between destination branding and visiting decisions at Mount Matebian.
The proposed model examines whether a brand identity based on destination characteristics,
historical knowledge, cultural diversity, national tourism value, competitive differentiation,
and spiritual relevance can generate tourist interest and subsequently encourage actual visiting
decisions (Yan et al., 2024). Unlike studies that focus exclusively on destination image or
tourist satisfaction, this research examines both the direct effect of destination branding on
visiting decisions and its indirect effect through visiting interest (Septarina et al., 2022). The
study also provides empirical evidence from a relatively underexplored destination in Timor-
Leste, thereby expanding destination-branding research beyond commonly investigated urban,
coastal, and commercially established tourism settings (Wei et al., 2024) .

Therefore, this study aimed to examine the effects of destination branding on tourists’
visiting interest and decisions to visit Mount Matebian, assess the effect of visiting interest on
visiting decisions, and determine whether visiting interest mediated the relationship between
destination branding and visiting decisions (Nisar et al., 2022; Rajesh et al., 2022; Stojanovic
et al.,, 2022) . Theoretically, the findings are expected to clarify the psychological pathway
through which destination identity is translated into tourist behavior and contribute to
destination-branding literature, particularly within historical and religious mountain tourism
contexts. Practically, the results can assist the Ministry of Tourism and Environment, the
Baucau municipal administration, local communities, tour operators, and destination managers
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in developing integrated storytelling strategies, digital promotion, visitor information systems,
and community-based tourism services. Ultimately, this study is expected to support the
development of a recognizable and sustainable Mount Matebian brand while increasing visitor
interest, strengthening informed travel decisions, preserving local heritage, and expanding
tourism’s contribution to Timor-Leste’s economy (Aman et al., 2024).

METHOD

This study employed a quantitative approach with an explanatory research design to
examine the relationships and effects among the latent variables. Primary data were collected
from 140 respondents using a structured questionnaire measured on a five-point Likert scale,
ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree).
The variables were operationalized into three main constructs:

1. Destination Branding (X) was measured using six indicators: destination characteristics
(X1.1), benefits of historical and cultural knowledge transfer (X1.2), contribution of
positive values to Timor-Leste tourism development (X1.3), attraction of cultural
diversity (X1.4), differentiation from competing destinations (X1.5), and alignment of
destination attributes with tourists’ spiritual and cultural needs (X1.6).

2. Visiting Interest (Y1) as an intervening variable was measured using three indicators:
intention to visit (Y1.1), destination visit priority (Y1.2), and interest in obtaining
comprehensive information regarding the historical and spiritual dimensions of the
destination (Y'1.3).

3. Visiting Decision (Y2) as an endogenous variable was measured using five indicators:
fulfillment of expectations regarding spiritual and cultural experiences (Y2.1),
information-seeking behavior before visiting (Y2.2), perception of destination
competitiveness (Y2.3), decision-making accuracy (Y2.4), and post-visit psychological
satisfaction (Y2.5).

Empirical data analysis was conducted using the variance-based Partial Least Squares
Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) method. Model evaluation was performed through
two stages:

Measurement Model Evaluation (Outer Model): The measurement model was assessed to
evaluate instrument quality through convergent validity based on loading factor values and
Average Variance Extracted (AVE), discriminant validity using the Fornell-Larcker criterion,
and construct reliability using Cronbach’s Alpha and Composite Reliability values.
Structural Model Evaluation (Inner Model): The structural model was evaluated to examine
predictive power and the significance of relationships among constructs through the coefficient
of determination (\(R"{2}\)), path coefficient estimation, and statistical testing using \(t\text{-
statistics }\) and \(p\text{-values}\) obtained through the bootstrapping procedure.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Respondent Characteristics

Demographic analysis was conducted on 140 respondents to provide a comprehensive
picture of the profile of tourists who have attention to Mount Matebian tourist destinations.
The frequency distribution of respondent characteristics is presented in detail in Table 1.

Available online at https: https.//jrssem.publikasiindonesia.id/index.php/jrssem 1252



Aniceto de Carvalho

Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of Respondents (n = 140)

Characteristics Categories Number (People) Percentage (%)
Gender Male 86 61,4
Women 54 38,6
Age 17-25 years old 42 30,0
2635 years old 47 33,6
3645 years old 34 24,3
>45 years old 17 12,1
Nationality Timor-Leste 85 60,7
Abroad 55 39,3
Education High School/Equivalent 49 35,0
Diploma 37 26,4
Bachelor (S1) 36 25,7
Postgraduate (S2/S3) 18 12,9
Frequency of Visits First time 84 60,0
2 times 39 27,9
>3 times 17 12,1

Source: Research Data, processed (2026).

Based on the data in Table 1, the majority of respondents were male (61.4%) and were
in the productive age group of 2635 years (33.6%), followed by the age group of 17-25 years
(30.0%). The dominance of this profile indicates that the geographical and topographic
characteristics of Mount Matebian empirically tend to attract a segment of the tourist market
that has excellent physical capacity.

From the aspect of citizenship, the representation of foreign tourists which reached
39.3% confirms that Mount Matebian has significant international attraction potential.
Furthermore, the fact that 60.0% of respondents are first-time visitors emphasizes the strategic
urgency in managing marketing stimulus and brand identity from the initial phase to construct
a positive impression of visits.

Descriptive Analysis of Variables

Descriptive analysis was applied to evaluate the tendency of respondents' perception of

the indicators that operationalize each research construct (Table 2).
Table 2. Average Value of Research Indicators

Variable Indicator Mean
Destination Branding X1.1 4,300
X1.2 4,329

X1.3 4,514

X1.4 4,300

X1.5 4,350

X1.6 4,350

Average Construct X 4,357
Interested in Visiting Y1.1 4,371
Y1.2 4,364

Y13 4,579

Average Y1 Construct 4,438
Visiting Decisions Y2.1 4,371
Y2.2 4,271

Y23 4,343

Y2.4 4,364

Y2.5 4,529

Average Construct Y2 4,376

Source: Research Data, processed (2026).
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In general, the cumulative average value of the overall variable is in the very high
category (> 4.00). Construct destination branding resulted in an average score of 4,357, with
the highest score on the X1.3 indicator (4,514). This reflects the strong belief of respondents
that the optimization of the equity of the Gunung Matebian brand is able to make a positive
contribution to the escalation of Timor-Leste's national tourism sector.

In the construct of visiting interest, the Y1.3 indicator recorded the highest score of
4.579. These results confirm that the main stimulation that drives tourists' conative intentions
is rooted in psychological attention to historical narratives and the inherent spiritual value of
the destination. Meanwhile, the average score of the visit decision of 4.376 with the highest
score visualization on the Y2.5 indicator (4.529) indicates a superior level of post-visit
satisfaction, which theoretically has the potential to encourage repeat visitation behavior.
Evaluation of Measurement Models (Outer Model)

The quality of the instrument's measurement parameters was evaluated through
convergent validity tests, construct internal reliability, and discriminant validity.

Table 3. Outer Loading Construct

Construct Indicator OQuter Loading Testing Criteria

Destination Branding X1.1 0,776 Valid (> 0.70)
X1.2 0,753 Valid (> 0.70)

X1.3 0,800 Valid (> 0.70)

X1.4 0,727 Valid (> 0.70)

X1.5 0,802 Valid (> 0.70)

X1.6 0,717 Valid (> 0.70)

Interested in Visiting Y1.1 0,919 Valid (> 0.70)
Y1.2 0,874 Valid (> 0.70)

Y1.3 0,821 Valid (> 0.70)

Visiting Decisions Y2.1 0,840 Valid (> 0.70)
Y2.2 0,883 Valid (> 0.70)

Y2.3 0,802 Valid (> 0.70)

Y2.4 0,832 Valid (> 0.70)

Y2.5 0,751 Valid (> 0.70)

Source: SmartPLS Output (2026).

The results of the estimation of the measurement model in Table 3 show that all
observation indicators have an outer loading value above the standard threshold of 0.70 (in
the range of 0.717 to 0.919). Thus, all indicators are declared valid and representative in
reflecting their latent constructs without requiring the elimination of items.

Table 4. Convergent Validity and Construct Reliability

Construct Cronbach's Alpha \(\rho _{A}\) Composite Reliability = Average Variance
Extracted (AVE)
Destination Branding 0,858 0,867 0,893 0,582
Interested in Visiting 0,842 0,851 0,905 0,761
Visiting Decisions 0,880 0,881 0,913 0,677

Source: SmartPLS Output (2026).

Based on the parameters in Table 4, the convergent validity is empirically fulfilled as
indicated by the AVE value of each construct exceeding the minimum limit of 0.50.
Furthermore, internal reliability testing showed that Cronbach's Alpha and Composite
Reliability values for the entire construct were consistently above the safe threshold of 0.70.
These findings confirm the reliability and consistency of the measurement instruments used

Available online at https: https.//jrssem.publikasiindonesia.id/index.php/jrssem 1254



Aniceto de Carvalho

in this study.
Table 5. Discriminatory Validity (Fornell-Larcker Criteria)

Construct Visiting Decisions Interested in Visiting Destination Branding
Visiting Decisions 0,823
Interested in Visiting 0,636 0,872
Destination Branding 0,631 0,721 0,763

Source: SmartPLS Output (2026).

Discriminant validity testing using the Fornell-Larcker criterion (Table 5) showed that
the square root value of AVE (\(\sqrt{\text{AVE}}\)) represented in the diagonal position
(bold print) was of greater value than the value of other inter-construct correlation values in
the structural model. These results confirm that each latent construct has a valid empirical
differentiation.

Evaluation of Structural Models (Inner Model)

The predictive power of the model is assessed through the coefficient of determination
(R?) to measure the variability capability of exogenous constructs against endogenous
constructs.

Table 6. Coefficient of Determination (R?)
Endogenous constructs R Square Adjusted R Square
Interested in Visiting 0,519 0,516
Visiting Decisions 0,466 0,458
Source: SmartPLS Output (2026).

The R? value of 0.519 indicates that the destination branding construct is able to explain
the variability of visiting interest by 51.9%, while the rest is influenced by external factors
outside the model. Meanwhile, the R? value for the visit decision was recorded at 0.466,
indicating that the variation in the visit decision could be explained simultaneously by
destination branding and visiting interest of 46.6%

Hypothesis Testing and Pathway Analysis

Testing of the significance of the causality relationship between variables was carried
out using a bootstrapping procedure to test the direct hypothesis (H1, H2, H3) and the
mediation hypothesis (H4).

Table 7. Path Coefficients, Significance Tests, and Indirect Influences

Structural Relationships of Lines Original Sample T P Verdict
0) Statistics Values

H1: Destination Branding — Interest in 0,721 13,989 0,000  Accepted
Visiting

H2: Destination Branding — Visit Decisions 0,359 3,140 0,002 Accepted

H3: Interest in Visiting — Visiting Decision 0,377 3,268 0,001 Accepted

H4: Destination Branding — Interests — 0,272 3,000 0,003 Accepted
Results

Source: SmartPLS Output (2026)
The Influence of Destination Branding on Visitor Interest (H1)

Based on the results of the estimation in Table 7, the first hypothesis (H1) was accepted
with a path coefficient of 0.721, a t-statistical value of 13.989, and a p-value of 0.000 (p <
0.05). These results prove empirically that destination branding has a positive and significant
influence on visitor interest. The magnitude of the value of this path coefficient confirms that
the formation of a destination's brand identity based on historical and spiritual values acts as
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a key determinant that stimulates the affective interest of tourists. This finding correlates with
destination marketing theory which states that strong brand equity is consistently able to
transform public attention into massive visitor interest.

The Influence of Destination Branding on Visit Decisions (H2)

Structural testing of the second hypothesis (H2) showed a positive and significant direct
influence of destination branding on visiting decisions (f =0.359; t = 3.140; p =0.002). These
findings indicate that the clarity of brand identity and the differentiation of tourist attractions
that are effectively communicated are able to reduce information asymmetry in tourist
cognition, thereby directly accelerating the conversion of intentions into actual visits to Mount
Matebian.

The Influence of Interest in Visiting on Visit Decisions (H3)

The third hypothesis (H3) that states that interest in visiting has a positive and significant
effect on visiting decisions is empirically proven (B = 0.377; t = 3.268; p = 0.001).
Theoretically-psychologically, the interest phase acts as a crucial conative stage. The tourists'
deep interest in exploring the spiritual and historical value of the mountains induced the birth
of a commitment and final decision to undertake a real tourist trip, which included the
determination of travel time to the budget allocation of the visit.

Analysis of the Mediation Role of Visiting Interest (H4)

The results of the indirect influence evaluation (Table 7) prove that interest in visiting
significantly mediates the relationship between destination branding and visiting decisions (3
=0.272; t =3,000; p = 0.003), so that the fourth hypothesis (H4) is accepted. Given that the
direct influence of destination branding on visiting decisions remains significant (H2
accepted), the mediating nature of the variable of interest in visiting is categorized as partial
mediation.

This mechanism explains that although destination branding management is able to
trigger direct visit decisions, its effectiveness will be optimally accelerated if the branding
strategy is able to construct cognitive and emotional interest (interest) first in the minds of
prospective tourists through the presentation of a comprehensive cultural education narrative.

CONCLUSION

This study empirically concluded that strengthening destination branding equity rooted
in the integration of historical, cultural, and spiritual values represented an effective strategic
instrument for increasing tourist interest and strengthening visiting decisions at Mount
Matebian, Timor-Leste. All direct and indirect causal hypotheses (H1-H4) were statistically
supported, demonstrating positive and significant relationships among the constructs. The
visiting interest construct was confirmed as a valid partial mediator, highlighting the
importance of managing tourists’ psychological interest and information expectations before
they made the final decision to visit the destination.

For tourism authorities, including the Ministry of Tourism of Timor-Leste, and local
destination managers, the promotion strategy should be reoriented from a conventional
approach focused primarily on generic mountain tourism toward a storytelling marketing
strategy emphasizing historical and religious narratives. Considering the high proportion of
first-time visitors (60%), the provision of interactive digital information platforms and
educational community-based tourism centers is essential for maintaining post-visit
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satisfaction and encouraging word-of-mouth promotion.
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