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Context and Purpose: This study investigates how digital brand love and loyalty form in the
tourism sector through user interactions with virtual influencers in the metaverse. Using
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), the present research seeks to understand

Phenomenology users’ lived experiences and the emotional-identity dynamics underpinning their

relationships ~ with ~ tourism  brands in  immersive  digital environments.
Received: Design/methodology/approach: Semi-structured interviews were conducted with
June 17. 2025 experienced metaverse users, and thematic analysis revealed six core themes: (1) Digital

brand love, encompassing passion, intimacy, and commitment—mirroring Sternberg’s
Triangular Theory of Love; (2) Human-avatar co-experience, where shared participation in
virtual group events fostered social belonging; (3) Trust and authenticity, showing that
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Accepted: culturally grounded, human-like virtual influencers elicited stronger trust; (4) Technology’s
September 22, 2025 role, particularly VR/AR, in enhancing presence and perceived authenticity; (5) Parasocial
Available online: identity construction, wherein users internalized tourism brands as part of their digital
Febmary 19, 2026 selves; and (6) Loyalty sustainability across cognitive, affective, and behavioral dimensions.

Findings: Virtual influencers can indeed cultivate deep emotional bonds, but only when
they embody cultural authenticity and empathetic engagement, not merely digital
aesthetics. Superficial avatars failed to generate lasting attachment, whereas those
reflecting local narratives and values resonated powerfully with users. Conclusion: Tourism
brands must design virtual influencers as culturally embedded storytellers, not just visual
proxies. Loyalty in the metaverse emerges from meaningful co-creation, emotional
resonance, and identity alignment. Managers should integrate local heritage into avatar
personas and enable interactive, community-based experiences that bridge virtual
engagement with real-world visitation intent. Originality /value: While existing metaverse
research leans heavily on quantitative metrics, this study pioneers a qualitative exploration
of users’ subjective experiences. It reveals how brand relationships are emotionally
reconstructed in non-physical spaces, offering a theoretically grounded and empirically
rich framework for understanding digital brand love; thus, filling a critical gap in both
tourism marketing and immersive technology literature.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

The metaverse, promising to fuse physical
and digital worlds, is rapidly becoming a
strategic frontier for tourism marketing
but can it truly serve as a meaningful
substitute or even complement to real
world travel experiences? While XR and
blockchain technologies enable immersive
virtual tours and avatar based interactions
a fundamental question remains: can these
digital encounters genuinely cultivate the

deep, lasting emotional bonds that
underpin brand love and loyalty.
Enter virtual influencers digitally

crafted personas that never sleep and
never pose a dual challenge. On one hand,
they promise enhanced parasocial

relationships through interactive
storytelling and global presence. On the
other, their perceived authenticity,

especially among audiences who value
human genuineness, is highly contested.
Do consumers truly fall in love with a CGI
character, or are they merely engaged in a
convincing simulation?

Despite the rapid growth of metaverse
related research, studies have
overwhelmingly focused on behavioral and
economic  metrics, neglecting the
qualitative dynamics of how identity,
brand love, and loyalty actually form in
these digital spaces. This gap raises a
foundational dilemma: is the metaverse
merely a novel marketing channel, or can
it become a genuine arena for meaningful
albeit non-human relational experiences?

2. Research Methodology

This study employed Interpretative
Phenomenological Analysis to investigate
how users subjectively experience

interactions with virtual influencers in the
metaverse and how these encounters

shape brand love and loyalty in tourism
contexts. IPA was selected for its explicit
focus on wuncovering deep, personal
meanings within lived experiences,
particularly suited to exploring emotional
and identity-related dynamics in digital
environments. Participants were
purposively recruited from active
communities on Decentraland, Sandbox,
Horizon Worlds, and VRChat. Eligibility
required at least six months of active
metaverse use and three documented
interactions with tourism related virtual
influencers. From 32 screening
respondents, 10 qualified participants
(66.7% of eligible) completed in-depth,
semi-structured  interviews  (60-90
minutes), conducted either within the
metaverse or via Zoom, all audio-recorded
with consent. Theoretical saturation was
systematically  tracked: line-by-line
transcription and iterative coding after
each interview revealed diminishing
returns in new themes after the eighth
interview, with the final two interviews
confirming existing patterns rather than
introducing  novel insights.  Data
triangulation included digital content
analysis of five virtual influencers (210k
followers, active in metaverse tourism),
examining 50 posts, 20 videos, and 100
user interactions to identify narrative and
engagement strategies. Analysis followed
IPA’s three stage manual coding process:
open coding generated 129 initial codes;
axial coding grouped these into seven
theory informed clusters (e.g., parasocial
bonding, cultural storytelling); selective
coding distilled six core experiential
themes. To ensure trustworthiness, inter-
coder reliability was assessed by two
independent researchers on 40% of
interviews and 50% of digital content,
yielding 92% agreement. Discrepancies
were resolved through team deliberation
and reference to raw data. Member-
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checking  with  eight  participants
confirmed 95% thematic accuracy. This
rigorous, reflexive approach ensures
findings reflect authentic user
experiences not researcher assumptions
while directly addressing the qualitative
gap in metaverse tourism literature.

3. Research Findings

The study identified six themes shaping
emotional engagement in the metaverse.
Digital brand love passion, intimacy, and
commitment arose through culturally
resonant  storytelling by  virtual
influencers; users reported feelings of
pride and cultural reconnection (e.g., a
Japanese participant moved by a virtual
temple tour in Decentraland. The shared
human-avatar experience created social
presence, with group tours in Sandbox
described as “real adventures,” reinforcing
digital community bonds. Trust and
authenticity were pivotal: users favored
influencers delivering accurate, locally
grounded narratives, while cartoonish
avatars were often seen as inauthentic.
Technology (AR/VR, NFTs) enhanced
immersion—high-quality visuals made
users feel “present” at destinations.
Parasocial identity formation occurred
when influencers reflected users’ cultural
values, fostering a sense of shared identity.
These dynamics led to sustained loyalty,
including repeated recommendations and
revisit intentions.

A network analysis showed that trust
and technology directly strengthened
digital brand love, parasocial identity
acted as a mediator, and shared
experiences facilitated loyalty. Crucially,
perceived authenticity, not visual realism,
was the linchpin. Findings suggest virtual
influencers can  cultivate  genuine
emotional bonds if they embody cultural
relevance, narrative transparency, and

immersive design. Yet this hinges on
avoiding artificiality that breaks emotional
trust. The metaverse thus offers tourism
brands a powerful relational space but
only if human-like meaning, not just
human-like appearance, is prioritized.

4. Conclusion

This study demonstrates that virtual
influencers in the metaverse can foster
deep emotional bonds between users and
tourism brands but only when they
embody cultural authenticity, empathy,
and meaningful interaction, rather than
serving as mere digital facades. Grounded
in Social Identity Theory, Parasocial
Interaction Theory, and Sternberg’s
Triangular Theory of Love, the findings
confirm that users experience all three
components of brand love passion,
intimacy, and commitment through
engagements with virtual influencers.
These connections emerge via culturally
resonant storytelling, participation in
group events, and immersive technologies,
ultimately leading to sustained loyalty.
Crucially, perceived authenticity is the
linchpin: human-like, culturally grounded
avatars build trust, whereas cartoonish or
overly artificial personas risk emotional
disconnection. Practically, brands must
prioritize authentic narrative design,
social co creation, and identity driven
experiences in the metaverse. By adopting
an interpretative = phenomenological
approach, this research fills a critical
qualitative gap in digital branding
literature, revealing that the metaverse is
not just a marketing channel, but a
relational space where human-like
emotional bonds can form even in the
absence of physical human presence.
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