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Abstract: Destination brand love ( DBL) is a critical source of competitive advantage. The
proliferation of digital media has profoundly shifted how tourists form emotional attachments to
destinations. However, prior research is predominantly anchored in an experience - satisfaction
paradigm, largely overlooking potential tourists who develop a “love for the unvisited” in a state of
physical absence. Adopting a grounded theory approach, this study analyzes self- reported reflective
narratives from Master of Tourism Administration (MTA) students by systematically decoding the
concept, mechanisms, and consequences of potential tourists' DBL. Findings reveal that: (1) this
DBL is characterized by high intensity, reciprocity, dynamism, indirect experientiality, and extreme
idealization; (2) driven by distinct psychological motives, it manifests in four typologies: mirror -
compensatory, relational attachment, aspirational - advancement, and totemic identification; (3) it
dynamically evolves through a path of “motive matching—internalized processing—relationship
consolidation—evolutionary divergence”; and (4) it yields a “reciprocal empowerment” effect,
simultaneously enhancing destination relationship resilience and replenishing tourists' psychological
capital. This study expands the conceptual boundaries of DBL beyond physical experience, elucidates
the underlying mechanisms of its dynamic evolution, and broadens the scope of DBL consequences
by highlighting its psychological benefits for tourists themselves. The insights offer practical
guidance for destination management organizations in implementing pre- experience marketing and
expectation management.

Key words: destination brand love; potential tourists; brand relationship; destination branding
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