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The paper aims to examine the India’s soft power dimensions within the context of South Asian
region. Specifically, it focuses on recent developments in India’s diplomatic relations with
Bangladesh and Nepal, examining the impact of these events on local perceptions and the prevailing
sentiments in these countries. By exploring India’s soft power, the study investigates its ability to
shape public perceptions and influence the affinity and behavioral intentions of the Bangladeshi
and Nepali populace. Data collected from these nations were analysed using PLS-SEM, revealing
a significant positive relationship between soft power and the intention to visit. The study also
uncovers a partial mediating effect of affinity towards the country in the relationship between soft
power and the intention to visit.
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Introduction

For several decades, South Asia has been a focal point of geopolitical activities, shaped
by historical legacies, regional power rivalries, political instabilities, and conflicts over
territorial claims and resource allocation. Despite significant civilizational, historical, and
ethnic connections among constituent countries, the region exhibits a lack of integration
and a high degree of instability (Kugiel, 2012). India, with its considerable size, strategic
geographical position, and robust economic prowess, inherently assumes a leadership role
in the region (Bhasin, 2008).
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India has demonstrated its ability to serve as a positive example through efforts
such as promoting peaceful transitions to democracy in Nepal, assisting Bangladesh in
strengthening its democratic institutions, resolving ethnic conflicts in Sri Lanka, and
taking prompt action in the Maldives to prevent a coup (Chitty et al., 2016). Despite robust
bilateral relations with most nations in the region, certain challenges have arisen. The ties
between Nepal and India, for instance, have strained in recent years due to events like the
promulgation of the new constitution in 2015, the subsequent border blockage orchestrated
by the Madhesis in the Terai region (Wagner, 2016), and the territorial dispute concerning
the Kalapani Border (Aryal and Pulami, 2023). Similarly, bilateral relations between India
and Bangladesh have encountered discord, with the Teesta water dispute and the influence
of majoritarianism affecting dynamics (Mirchandani, 2016; Banerji, 2021). These incidents
likely influence perceptions of India, potentially engendering negative attitudes toward the
country. The perceptions of South Asian countries in India and vice versa pose significant
obstacles to resolving bilateral and regional challenges (Ranjan, 2019).

Mitra (2003) identifies the disparity between India’s self-perception as a status quo
power and its neighbors’ perception of it as a regional aggressor as the primary cause of the
security environment’s stalemate in South Asia. Effective management of these dynamics
necessitates the implementation of diplomatic strategies, conflict resolution mechanisms,
and cooperative efforts among nations both within and beyond the area. In recent years,
India has actively explored potential avenues for leveraging soft power, recognizing its
rich cultural heritage and understanding of concepts such as well-being, non-violence, and
harmonious co-existence (Apte, 2023).

India’s soft power is increasingly recognized as a crucial component of its diplomatic
pursuits, emphasizing non-coercive methods to shape the preferences of other nations
(Wagner, 2010). India strategically utilizes its soft power, including cultural assets such
as Bollywood, Buddhism, Indian cuisine, classical arts, cricket, and yoga, to enhance its
image as a unique and appealing destination for travel and investment (Mazumdar, 2020).
While the complete realization of India’s soft power potential remains a work in progress,
there is optimism within academic and policy circles regarding its ascent. However, India’s
strategic employment of soft power in the South Asian region has yielded a heterogeneous
outcome, influencing prevailing perceptions (Kugiel, 2017).

The purpose of this study is to examine the various dimensions of soft power within
the specific context of India, focusing on its influence in the South Asian region. The
rationale for selecting Bangladeshi and Nepalese citizens as the research sample stems
from India’s historically favorable diplomatic relations with these neighboring nations,
despite occasional disputes. As noted by Kugiel (2012), India has consistently enjoyed a
high level of popularity among the South Asian states of Bangladesh and Nepal. In light
of recent developments, there appear to be certain instances contributing to the emergence
of anti-India sentiment. Although it is essential to recognize that these perceptions may
not accurately reflect the actual state of India’s relations with its neighbors. Therefore,
it is imperative to gain a comprehensive understanding of the perspectives held by these
nationalities as well as the factors that influence their behavioral intentions. Consequently,
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the study develops a theoretical relationship model to examine how soft power and affinity
toward country influence intention to visit, as well as the mediating effect of affinity toward
the country. This research contributes to our understanding of India’s soft power and its
subsequent impact on affinity and visitation drives.

Theoretical Background and Hypotheses

Due to the diversity and complexity of the world politics the international relations are often
shaky and power is imperative for influence. In these global dynamics, power has evolved
over the past few decades, transitioning from coercion to persuasion. The concept of soft
power, introduced by American political scientist Joseph Samuel Nye Jr. in 1990, has
emerged as a central theme in geopolitics, signifying a shift towards co-optive behavioral
power (Nye, 1990a). Soft power is defined as a nation’s ability to induce others to desire
what it desires, grounded in its ideals and values, shaping the preferences of others (Nye,
1990b). A nation’s soft power is vested in its capacity to allure and attract through cultural
appeal, adherence to political values domestically and internationally, and the perceived
legitimacy and moral authority of its foreign policies (Nye, 2011). The subjective nature
of a country’s attractiveness is contingent upon its perception and evaluation by the
international community (Liu, 2020). Attention to a country’s image and reputation is
paramount for the efficacy of soft power, as the attractiveness of a nation hinges on the
promotion of ideas, images, and prospects deemed beneficial or affinity-inducing by others.

Affinity towards a foreign country arises from identification with its culture, viewing
it as an attractive in-group, or finding that alignment strengthens social identity (Nes et al.,
2014). Attachment and sympathy, dimensions of affinity, are influenced by core values
such as democracy, good governance, and human rights—integral ideals of soft power.
Consumer affinity, as evidenced by the study by Oberecker and Diamantopoulos (2011),
proves more influential than cognitive evaluations in shaping behavioral outcomes. Positive
emotions towards a country, driven by affinity, play a pivotal role in influencing behavioral
intentions, as posited by the attitude-behavior relation approach (Ajzen et al., 2018).
The perception of a country fluctuates over time, influenced by various events, shaping
individuals’ impressions irrespective of prior visits (Chaulagain et al., 2019). Scholars
measure soft power through public opinion polls, employing perception and attitude shifts
as indicators of its effects (Liu, 2020; Nye, 2008; Treverton and Jones, 2005). Soft power
and a country’s image are intricately linked, with the former dependent on factors such as
culture, economy, political values, foreign policies, academic institutions, and the rule of
law (Brandirectory, 2021). A country’s image reflects its people, culture, politics, economy,
environment, and technology (Zhang et al., 2018; Lala et al., 2008).

In the context of the Indian subcontinent, where historical and cultural similarities
abound, exploring the opinions of Nepalis and Bangladeshis in light of geopolitical events
becomes intriguing. Little research has delved into such relationships from the perspective
of soft power. This study aims to investigate the soft power effect on affinity towards a
country and intention to visit, examining the interplay between affinity and intentions,
and exploring the mediating effect of affinity on predicted correlations. This research
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contributes to the existing literature on international relations and the soft power concept
in tourism by testing hypotheses derived from the theoretical model depicted in Figure 1.

/ Affinity toward
country \
H; H,
Soft power H Y Intention to
3 visit

Figure 1: Theoretical research model

Soft power and Affinity toward country

In the realm described as “complex interdependence” by Keohane and Nye (1998), where
security takes a back seat to interconnected social and political ties, the significance of
soft power has surged in international relations. Soft power can be exercised in a variety
of contexts, from culture and foreign policy to aspects like a country’s scientific and
educational resources, media influence, and a favourable business climate (Thomson, 2020).
The basic premise is that influence is achieved through attraction rather than coercion,
which can be economic, political, or cultural. According to Gray’s (2011) assertion, the
appeal of American soft power to non-American individuals stems from its representation
or advocacy of principles, values, customs, and structures that are perceived to align with
their best interests, or with which they share a sense of affinity. An affinity defines positive
feelings towards a country (Oberecker & Diamantopoulos, 2011) and is demonstrated
by the country’s culture, arts, history (Oberecker et al., 2008). Affinity, characterized by
positive feelings, plays a pivotal role, as seen in Peng-Er’s (2004) analysis of Japan and
Taiwan. The degree of attachment to a nation is a significant contributor to its soft power, as
it has the potential to alter preferences and generate appeal, thereby enhancing its capacity
to attract. Nye (2004) contends that garnering admiration for one’s ideals reduces the need
for excessive incentives or punishments in influencing others. Feizi’s (2018) research on
Iran and Afghanistan illustrates how affinity facilitates effective communication of foreign
policy objectives. However, Huang (2013) cautions that China’s economic appeal in
Southeast Asia doesn’t universally translate into a positive perception. In the realm of
foreign aid, despite China’s developmental efforts in Africa, Blair et al. (2022) find that
this doesn’t necessarily increase affinity for China’s political and economic model. The
literature lacks empirical examinations of the correlation between soft power and affinity,
with Rabélo Neto et al.’s studies on Brazilian soft power being among the few. Focusing
on India’s soft power in its neighbourhood, the initial hypothesis posits:
H;: Soft power has a positive impact on the affinity toward country.

Affinity toward country and Intention to visit

Affinity, defined as affection or compassion based on shared characteristics, plays a crucial
role in consumer preferences towards specific countries. Grounded in social identity theory
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(Tajfel, 1982), consumer affinity is a feeling of liking and attachment to a foreign country,
impacting decision-making related to its products and services (Oberecker et al., 2008).
This influence extends to purchasing behavior, willingness to pay, and the inclination to
travel overseas (Abbasi et al., 2021; Oberecker and Diamantopoulos, 2011). Aligning with
Ajzen and Fishbein’s attitude theory (2005), favourable affective responses towards a
country influence behavioral intention.

Research by Kim and Kwon (2018) emphasizes the impact of cognitive and affective
images on attitudes, influencing intentions to visit a country. Similarly, Shi’s (2021)
study highlights the positive correlation between cultural and people affinity and short-
term and long-term revisit intentions among Chinese tourists in Thailand. Other studies
reveal that cultural distance, animosity, and reverse country-of-origin effects influence
tourists’ intentions to visit a specific country (Ng et al., 2007; Sanchez et al., 2018;
Zheng et al., 2022). Examining emerging tourism biases, Nerfelt et al. (2020) find that
tourism xenophilia positively affects tourists’ propensity to travel abroad. Josiassen et al.’s
(2022) study indicates that tourism affinity influences willingness to visit, word-of-mouth
promotion, and interaction with locals. Various factors, including familiarity, perceived
risk, destination attractiveness, accommodation service, cultural contact, nationality, and
marital status, may modulate the relationship between affinity and intention to visit (Kim
& Kwon, 2018; Nguyen Viet et al., 2020; Shi, 2021). This dynamic relationship is not
simplistic or linear, varying based on the situation and individual.

Therefore, to explore whether neighbours’ affinity towards India influences their
intentions, we propose the hypothesis:

H,. Affinity toward country has a positive impact on Intention to visit

Soft power and Intention to visit

Power, a key theme in international relations dating back to Machiavelli and Thucydides
(Rothman, 2011), is defined by Dahl (1961) as the ability to influence others. Initially
exercised through forceful tactics, international power dynamics shifted with Keohane
and Nye’s “Power and Interdependence” (1977), introducing institutional liberalism
and the concept of soft power. Soft power, employing non-coercive means for global
influence (Nye, 2017; 1990a), gained recognition in diplomacy and related fields (Seong-
Hun, 2018). Nye (2023) emphasizes its role in foreign policy, attracting and persuading
rather than coercing. Soft power enhances a nation’s reputation, legitimacy, and global
collaboration (Freeman, 2012; Lee, 2011; Petrone, 2019). However, its effectiveness
relies on complex factors, including source country appeal, target audience preferences,
information channels, and strategic narratives (Nye, 2008; Roselle et al., 2014). Proficient
soft power usage requires understanding and projecting one’s values globally (Kearn,
2011) and cultivating perceptions of benevolence, competence, and charisma (Nye, 2011).
Legitimacy and cultural appeal facilitate outcomes (Nye, 2023), influenced by various
factors shaping international perceptions (Rein et al., 1993). Amid the “paradox of plenty”
(Nye, 2004), reputation emerges as a crucial soft power resource (Wang, 2006). Foreign
public opinion, particularly in a globalized context, significantly shapes international
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politics (Wang, 2006). Soft power’s core lies in building and projecting a positive national
image (Liu, 2020).

For India, an ancient civilization, cultural richness drives its soft power (Kugiel, 2012;
2017), extending influence globally (Thussu, 2016). Cultural allure fosters curiosity and
affinity, attracting individuals from diverse backgrounds. Scholars from various academic
disciplines have endeavoured to investigate the influence of soft power (Brannagan &
Rookwood, 2016; Chen, 2012; Yang et al., 2008) and a country’s image (Alvarez & Campo,
2014; Chaulagain etal., 2019; Nadeau et al., 2008) in shaping the preferences or behavioural
outcomes of others. Existing research, however, neglects the Indian subcontinent, focusing
on non-tourism perspectives. Thus, to understand India’s soft power influence on visitation
inclination, we hypothesize:

Hj;. Soft power has a positive impact on Intention to visit

Mediating role of Affinity toward country

Nations employ diverse soft power tools, including cultural diplomacy, media influence,
and educational exchanges, to project a favourable image compared to neighbouring nations
(Hall, 2013). This strategic approach aims to elicit sympathy, enhance the country’s appeal,
and ultimately boost its global influence. Soft power, as noted by Bunthorn (2023), has the
potential to foster positive perceptions, build trust, and cultivate affinity among individuals
in foreign nations. Those with a favourable inclination or emotional attachment to a specific
nation are more receptive to that nation’s soft power initiatives (Otmazgin, 2008). This
affinity can develop through shared cultural heritage, admiration for achievements, personal
connections, or positive encounters with the populace. Oberecker et al. (2008) demonstrate
that an individual’s preference for a country significantly influences subsequent behavioral
patterns.

In tourism research, empirical evidence supports the concepts of tourism affinity and
animosity, revealing a connection between geopolitical landscapes and tourist behavior
(Josiassen et al., 2022; Josiassen et al., 2023; Stepchenkova et al., 2019). This literature
suggests that tourists may be drawn to specific destinations due to emotional connections or
affinity. Observing this pattern, it is plausible to hypothesize that affinity toward a country
may mediate the relationship between soft power and the intention to visit. Despite limited
research on this topic, existing studies highlight the role of affinity in mediating effects.
Terasaki et al. (2023) found that a revised macro country image positively influences revisit
intention when mediated by consumer affinity. Burcio et al. (2014) explored the direct
and indirect impact of country personality dimensions on consumer behavioral intentions
to visit, identifying affective country image as a fully mediating factor between country
personality and behavioral intentions. Given the paucity of literature on this subject, we
propose the following hypothesis:

H,: Affinity toward country mediate the relationship between soft power and intention
to visit.
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Methodology

Survey instrument

This study aims to evaluate Soft power, Affinity toward country, and Intention to visit
as specific constructs. The theoretical underpinning for soft power emanates from Nye’s
seminal works in 1990, 2004, and 2011. Measurement of soft power impact relies on
international audience perception of a country’s image, guided by dimensions identified in
studies by Chaulagain et al. (2019), Lala et al. (2008), Liu (2020), and Zhang et al. (2018),
totalling 25 items under the dimensions of Country characteristic, Country competence,
People Image, Cultural attractiveness, and The relationship between countries. These
dimensions align with Kinsey and Chung’s (2013) and Liu’s (2020) framework. Affinity
toward country is assessed through six items adapted from Neto et al. (2020), and Intention
to visit employs four items modified from Chaulagain et al. (2019). All measurements
utilized a five-point Likert scale, ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. The
constructs and items are detailed in Table 1.

Table 1: Item descriptive and loadings

Latent Construct and Measurement Loadings Mean (SD) CR Cronbach AVE
Items alpha

Soft power: Second order 0.920 0.957 0.699
Country characteristic: First order 0.890 0.890 0.697
COCHL1: Political Environment in India 0.873 2.443 1.179

is stable

COCH2: India’s government/political 0.864 2.534 1.190

system is truly democratic

COCHS3: India is emerging as an impor- 0.758 3.364 1.173
tant player in global politics

COCH4: India has a transparent system of ~ 0.885 2.432 1.129
governance

COCHS: India ensures individual rights 0.787 2.568 1.217
and freedom of its citizens

Country Competence: First order 0.863 0.854 0.633
COCOL1: India’s economy is industry 0.712 3.261 1.031
based
COCO2: India’s economy is progressing 0.839 3.227 1.216
rapidly
COCO3: India produces good quality 0.794 3.295 0.970
products
COCO4: India is advancing in technology ~ 0.802 3.773 1.022
COCOS: India is a prosperous country 0.842 3.045 1.227
0.907 0.904 0.729
People image: First order 0.864 3.193 1.120
PI1: Indians are friendly 0.874 2.955 1.100
PI2: Indians are polite 0.919 2.864 1.005
PI3: Indians are trustworthy 0.904 2.886 0.996
PI4: Indians are honest 0.710 3.636 1.113

PIS: Indians are hardworking 0.953 0.950 0.834
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Latent Construct and Measurement Loadings Mean (SD) CR Cronbach AVE
Items alpha

Cultural attractiveness: First order 0.911 4.170 1.039

CA1: India has many historical and cultural

heritage sites. 0.918 4.102 0.980

CAZ2: India has unique culture and customs  0.892 3.852 1.053

CA3: India’s culture is fascinating 0.960 4.250 0.959

CAA4: India’s has many cultural festivals 0.883 3.989 1.176
0.902 0.898 0.4

CAS: India is culturally diverse

The relationship between countries: 0.913 3.216 1.223

First order

RBC1: India has a good relationship with ~ 0.888 3.386 1.185

our country

RBC2: India has a close tie with our 0.747 3.591 1.187

country

RBC3: There is similar cultural tradition 0.842 2.966 1.214

between India and our country

RBC4: Indian government is very coopera-  0.825 3.239 1.151

tive with our country

RBCS5: India has good trade relations with

our country

Affinity toward country 0.953 0.951 0.805
ATC1: I have a positive impression of 0.912 2.898 1.274

India

ATC2: I find India appealing 0.884 2.989 1.233

ATC3: India fascinates me 0.915 2.932 1.290

ATC4: | admire India 0.935 2.830 1.285

ATCS: I feel a strong bond with India 0.865 2.830 1.285

ATC6: India influences me 0.872 2.693 1.194

Intention to visit 0.931 0.931 0.833

INTV1: Iintend to visit India in the future. 0.939 3.489 1.265

INTV2: Ibelieve that I will visit India in 0.953 3.489 1.265
the future.

INTV3: I am willing to visit India in the 0.960 3.500 1.256
future

INTV4: 1 would rather visit India than any ~ 0.787 2.670 1.316
other country.

Data collection

Data were obtained via a self-administered online survey conducted at prominent public
universities in Bangladesh and Nepal, employing non-probability convenience sampling.
The participants, comprising students, researchers, and faculty members affiliated with
these universities, were surveyed using a Google Form from February to June 2023. Pre-
emptive communication with select faculty members facilitated the dissemination of the
survey instrument, aligning with the recommendations of Wu et al. (2022) for increased
response rates. The study analysed a subset of 352 valid responses out of 412, yielding an
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85.4% response rate. Demographic characteristics, detailed in Table 2, revealed that 62.5%
(n = 220) identified as male, 37.5% (n = 132) as female, and 57.9% fell within the 18-25
age bracket. Furthermore, 71.5% identified as students, and 59% held a bachelor’s degree.

Table 2 : The Sample profiles

Characteristics Category Frequency Percentage (%)
Gender Male 220 62.50
Female 132 37.50
Age 18-25 204 57.95
26-35 100 28.40
36 years and above 48 13.63
Education High School or equivalent 36 10.22
Bachelor’s degree 208 59.09
Master’s degree 60 17.04
Doctorate Degree 28 7.95
Others 20 5.68
Marital status Single 280 79.54
Married 72 20.45
Profession Student 252 71.59
Employed full-time 72 20.45
Employed part-time 28 7.95
Religion Buddhism 6 1.70
Christianity 4 1.13
Hinduism 128 36.36
Islam 212 60.22
Others 2 0.56

Data analysis

This study examined the proposed theoretical model and hypotheses using partial least
squares—structural equation modelling (PLS-SEM) analysis. In contrast to covariance-
based structural equation modelling (CB-SEM), the least squares-based structural equation
modelling (PLS-SEM) is deemed appropriate for the purpose of theory development (Hair et
al., 2012) and the examination of developmental theories (Fornell & Bookstein, 1982). It is
also appropriate for evaluating higher-order constructs and complex models with mediation
effects (Peng & Lai, 2012) and is more adept at handling both predictive and exploratory
research (Zhang et al., 2018). In addition, PLS-SEM maximises the explained variance of
latent constructs when the purpose of the research is to predict outcome variables (Cepeda-
Carrion et al., 2016; Cruz-Milan & Castillo-Ortiz, 2023; Hair et al., 2020). Henceforth, the
data analysis tool used for model estimation and multivariate analysis was SmartPLS 4.0
(Ringle et al., 2022).
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Results
Measurement model

The present study’s conceptual framework encompasses three distinct constructs, namely
Softpower (SP), Affinity towards country (ATC), and Intention to visit (INTV). Among these
constructs ATC and INTV are classified as reflective constructs, while SP is categorized as
a second-order reflective-formative construct. For the assessment of reflective constructs,
the initial step in the analysis involved an examination of the model’s convergent validity,
as outlined by Hair et al. (2009). This entailed an assessment of various indicators, including
factor loadings, average variance extracted (AVE), and composite reliability (CR). The
factor loadings of all items that surpassed the recommended threshold of 0.70, as well as
the average variance extracted (AVE) values that exceeded the recommended threshold of
0.50, and the composite reliability (CR) values that surpassed the recommended threshold
of 0.70, by Chin (1998) and Hair et al. (2019). The findings are displayed in Table 2.

The assessment of discriminant validity in the second stage followed the criteria
proposed by Fornell and Larcker (1981). The obtained results indicated that the square
roots of the average variance extracted (AVE) values were above the correlations between
factors. This finding confirmed the presence of satisfactory discriminant validity, as
presented in Table 3. Furthermore, the model’s discriminant validity was assessed using
the more recent Heterotrait-Monotrait (HTMT) ratio of correlations. It was found that all
HTMT ratios were below the threshold of 0.85, further providing solid evidence for the
establishment of discriminant validity (Kline, 2023).

Table 3: Discriminant validity

ATC CA COCH COCO INTV PI RBC
ATC 0.897 0.493 0.808 0.700 0.850 0.829 0.802
CA 0.468 0.913 0.376 0.698 0.562 0.658 0.590
COCH 0.747 0.350 0.835 0.804 0.696 0.728 0.761
CcOoCco 0.639 0.628 0.715 0.795 0.787 0.786 0.744
INTV 0.800 0.529 0.635 0.706 0.913 0.775 0.697
PI 0.770 0.606 0.656 0.689 0.711 0.854 0.779
RBC 0.740 0.548 0.682 0.659 0.638 0.704 0.845

The square-root of AVE is on the diagonal; lower-diagonal values are inter-construct
correlations; upper-diagonal values are HTMT ratio of correlations.

In order to evaluate the second-order reflective-formative construct, the study used
two-stage approach in Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modelling (PLS-SEM)
which involves obtaining the second-order latent variable score for Soft power through the
utilization of the repeated indicator approach in the initial stage. In the subsequent phase, the
latent variable scores were utilized as manifest variables in the high-order assessment. The
findings indicate that the weight of all the indicators demonstrates statistical significance
at a significance level of p < 0.005 (see Table 4). This implies that the formative construct
has made a sufficient contribution to the development of higher-order reflective-formative
construct.
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Table 4: Assessment of higher order constructs

Higher order construct Formative indicators Outer t-value P- value
weights
Soft power Country characteristic 0.235 12.906 0.000
Country competence 0.219 17.274 0.000
People image 0.271 20.493 0.000
Cultural attractiveness 0.218 12.320 0.000
The relationship between countries 0.250 16.112 0.000

Structural model

Based on the existing body of literature, it is commonly recommended that once the
validity and reliability of the measurement model have been established, the subsequent
stage involves estimating the significance level of the path coefficients (Eluwole et al.,
2022; Ogunmokun et al., 2020). According to Hair et al. (2011), the primary evaluation
criterion for assessing the quality of the structural model in Partial Least Squares (PLS)
analysis is the R%, which represents the coefficient of determination, along with the level
of significance of the path coefficient (See Figure 2). R? is the proportion of variance in
each construct that can be accounted for by the independent variable. The R? value for the
intention to visit variable was found to be 0.685, suggesting that soft power and affinity
towards the country collectively account for 68.5% of the variance in the intention to
visit. Hence, the R? coefficient of determination for this endogenous construct exhibited a
significant and satisfactory magnitude.

According to Hair et al. (2021), the path coefficient in the structural model denotes the
hypothesized association between variables. The investigation involved measuring the path
coefficients of the structural model, and doing a bootstrap analysis using 5000 iterations
to evaluate the statistical significance of these coefficients. The empirical findings provide
support for hypotheses H; through Hs;. The first hypothesis posits that soft power has a
positive impact on the affinity toward country. The findings of the study indicate that
soft power exerted a substantial and favourable influence on affinity towards country
(B=0.815, p=0.000). Consequently, the evidence provided supports hypothesis H1. The
second hypothesis states that affinity toward country has a positive impact on intention
to visit. The obtained data provide more evidence in favour of the stated hypothesis
(B =0.507, p =0.000). The third hypothesis asserts that soft power has a positive impact
on intention to visit. This hypothesis is supported by empirical evidence (p = 0.361,
p=0.000). The findings pertaining to the research hypotheses are summarised in Table 5.
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Table 5: Hypothesis summary

Hypothesis Path Result Standardized P- value
Path coefficient

H1 SP > ATC supported 0.815 0.000

H2 ATC ->INTV  supported 0.507 0.000

H3 SP > INTV supported 0.361 0.000

Mediating role of Affinity toward country

In order to further understand the relationships among the constructs and the mediating
effect of affinity toward country, the direct, indirect and total effect among the explanatory
and explained variable were calculated (see Table 6). The findings of this study indicate that
the impact of soft power on the intention to visit is rather moderate (f = 0.361). However,
the existence of a significant indirect effect (B = 0.414) mediated by affinity towards the
country highlights the significance of this mediator in understanding the relationship. The
total effect (B = 0.775) indicates that affinity toward the country partially mediates the
impact of soft power on intention to visit.
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Table 6: Analysis of mediating effect.

Mediator Direct Effect Indirect Effect Total Effect Mediation
SP-INTV ATC 0.360 0.412 0.772 Partial Mediation

Discussion and Conclusions

The study examines the proposed framework and finds that, within the dimensions of India’s
soft power, people’s image emerges as the primary contributor to shaping perceptions
in Bangladesh and Nepal. This is followed by factors such as the relationship between
countries, country characteristics, competence, and cultural attractiveness. The considered
factors directly influence citizens’ affinity toward India, aligning with established
principles of effective public relations (L’Etang, 2009) and existing literature highlighting
the association between affinity, soft power, and identity factors (Neto et al., 2020).

The results also indicate a moderate positive relationship between affinity toward a
country and the intention to visit, consistent with the interconnectedness emphasized by
Oberecker and Diamantopoulos (2011). The study further identifies a moderately positive
association between a latent variable of soft power and the intention to visit, corroborating
prior investigations (Alvarez and Campo, 2014; Chaulagain et al., 2019). Given the limited
studies on this topic, especially in the context of India and the subcontinent, this research
underscores the significant role of India’s soft power in shaping perceptions and influencing
international relations through cultural resources, values, and exchange programs.

In the realm of destination management, the investigation reveals a significant
correlation between individuals’ affinity for a country and their inclination to travel there.
This alignment with psychological theories emphasizes the role of attitudes in influencing
behavioral intentions (Ajzen, 1991; Fishbein, 1979). The study also highlights a partial
mediation, where individuals’ affinity serves as an intermediary mechanism between soft
power and their inclination to visit. It emphasizes the immediate impact of soft power and
the substantial influence of affinity on decision-making regarding visitation, supporting
the strategic development of soft power initiatives to cultivate positive associations and
emotional connections for deeper international linkages and tourism sector growth (Potter,
2008).

Theoretical implications

In the context of soft power, most of the research work has been qualitative or conceptual in
nature. For instance, Simons (2015) examined the perception of Russia’s soft power in the
Baltic States, whereas Pattanaik (2010) and Adhikari (2014) investigated the perspectives
of Bangladesh and Nepal on India’s neighbourhood policy. Kugiel (2012) provided
a summary of India’s endeavours to increase its soft power in neighbouring nations.
Empirically, Alvarez and Campo (2014), Chaulagain (2019), Nadeau et al. (2008), and
Zhang et al. (2016) undertook a similar construct of country image in analysing its impact
on tourist intentions, whereas De Nisco et al. (2015) and Zhang et al. (2018) investigated
post-visit and revisit intentions. Therefore, the first theoretical implication is to confirm the
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soft power scale in assessing the perception of a nation’s soft power and its consequential
influence. Likewise, limited research has thus far been undertaken to ascertain the potential
correlation between soft power or national image and the affinity towards a particular
country. Though, there exists some exploration of the potential association between the
construct of affinity and behavioral intentions. Nevertheless, there is a scarcity of studies
that have examined these concepts in conjunction. Consequently, the second theoretical
contribution is to build and confirm the relationship model among soft power, affinity
toward country and intention to visit.

Additionally, in light of a nation’s potential to amass and deploy its soft power in
pursuit of its foreign policy objectives, it is prudent to scrutinize the extent and domains
in which the international populace perceives said nation as appealing or commendable
(Lee, 2011). The perception in question can be influenced by a multitude of elements
and approaches, such as cultural exports, diplomatic efforts, educational initiatives, and
other relevant considerations. And, the assessment and evaluation of a country by foreign
citizens collectively shape the overall image of that country (Kim et al., 2019). Hence, the
present study examined the concept of soft power as a higher-order construct comprising
five distinct lower-order dimensions, namely country characteristics, country competence,
people image, cultural attractiveness, and the relationship between countries, thus
contributing to the range of associated country traits for the examination. Furthermore, the
study reveals that the more extensively foreign individuals assess the various aspects of a
country, such as its political landscape, economic conditions, societal characteristics, and
cultural elements, the more inclined they are to develop affinities towards that country.
The findings thus contribute that the perception of a country’s soft power and the level of
affiliation with that country fully account for the observed outcomes and are in line with
the proposition put forth by Oberecker and Diamantopoulos (2011) that the concept of
affinity has a significant ethnocentric inclination in elucidating behavioral consequences.

Lastly, this study presents a comprehensive classification framework that can guide
future research endeavours and inform destination marketing practices. It is important
to note that within the context of tourism research, the factors that contribute to the
development of soft power may diverge from those typically examined in conventional
marketing studies, which primarily concentrate on product-oriented approaches. The
importance of further establishing connections between soft power encompassing political,
ideological, and cultural influences and the concept of affinity cannot be overstated, as the
construct of affinity highlights the dimensions of sympathy and attachment (Oberecker
& Diamantopoulos, 2011). The assertion is also in agreement with the findings of Neto
et al. (2020) that soft power serves as a reliable indicator of affinity. The cultivation of
sympathy serves as a catalyst for the formation of emotional bonds, thereby influencing
the individual’s inclination to engage in visitation activities. The rationale of Ooi (2015)
regarding the influence of a nation’s soft power on tourists aligns with the notion that such
visitors tend to cultivate a more profound comprehension of the destination, consequently
fostering heightened empathy towards the place. The manifestation of empathy results in
a sense of familiarity and likability. The establishment of an interpersonal connection in
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this context serves as a means to harness soft power, exerting influence over individuals’
perceptions and cultivating a sense of affinity, which in turn results in more cultural
exchange and visits. In essence, the empirical study provides robust support for the model
positing a relationship between soft power, affinity toward a country, and intention to visit,
and the model holds significant relevance across various domains.

Practical implications

The findings of the present study offer valuable insights for governmental entities,
policymakers, and various organizations, enabling them to strategically shape their
international agendas in a more effective manner. Primarily, the upsurge in favourable
sentiments towards the nation presents an opportunity to leverage and propel the tourism
industry to unprecedented levels. The captivating appeal of a nation fortified by a diverse
range of soft power resources, encompassing cultural exports, historical legacy, and
pioneering accomplishments, has the potential to yield substantial economic benefits.
The presence of a significant number of tourists, who contribute financially to various
sectors such as accommodations, transportation, gastronomy, and entertainment, has been
observed to have a considerable impact on the economy, leading to the stimulation of
job opportunities within the rapidly growing tourism industry. The significance of certain
measures, such as the updated travel agreement between India and Bangladesh in July
2018 and the establishment of the largest Indian visa application center at Jamuna Future
Park in Dhaka, cannot be overstated (PTI, 2018; 2018a). As a result of them, there is a
notable rise in the influx of Bangladeshi citizens traveling to India, with a percentage share
of 20.29 Foreign Tourist Arrivals (FTAs) in India (“India tourism statistic at a glance
2023,”2023). Despite that there is scope of improvement in arenas such as travel openness,
as according to an openness index, tracking the ease of access to visas for nationals from
South Asian countries seeking to travel to other countries in the region, indicates that India
ranks fifth in travel openness towards South Asia (Sinha & Sharma, 2020). Moreover,
the influx of tourists from neighbouring countries is concentrated in specific regions.
Consequently, the tourism ministry may contemplate the promotion of attractions across
multiple states, thereby extending the duration of visitors’ stays and augmenting foreign
exchange revenues.

However, it is important to note that the ramifications extend beyond mere financial
advantages. The recent surge in appreciation for the diverse cultural fabric of the nation has
the potential to foster a multifaceted and dynamic environment for cultural interchange.
India and Nepal have seen in increase in the cooperation of tourism development with
initiatives such as Buddhist circuit has the potential to engender a conducive environment
characterized by comprehension, empathy, and collaboration on a worldwide magnitude
(“The Buddhist Circuit,” 2019). The heightened state of curiosity among individuals
hailing from diverse geographical locations fosters a greater propensity to actively
participate in and comprehend the cultural traditions, customary practices, and overall
societal dynamics of a given nation. Whereas, in context to India-Bangladesh relations,
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significant advancement can be done for the enhancement of people-to-people cultural
connections for the better understanding among the people about each other’s culture
and aid in generating cooperation among them through the initiatives such as cultural
exchanges and programs, diplomatic engagements, and initiation of tourism summits in
the region. Furthermore, it is important to acknowledge that the concept of soft power has
the potential to create an enduring influence in the context of diplomatic interactions, thus,
leveraging education and research, can yield significant advantages. Initiatives to attract
international students and researchers to esteemed educational institutions and research
facilities, creating an environment conducive to academic collaboration and the exchange
of knowledge are need of the hour.

Furthermore, within the framework of soft power dynamics, it is important to recognize
that any departure from the favourable image presented by a nation can yield significant
ramifications. In particular, these deviations possess the capacity to generate disillusionment
among the intended audience and consequently diminish their motivation to participate
in visitation activities. Therefore, it is imperative to give priority to the dialogues and
lay the foundation for achieving a consensus on significant matters, such as the Teesta
water sharing dispute between India and Bangladesh, as well as the Kalapani boundary
dispute between India and Nepal. In summary, the intricate and multifaceted interplay
between soft power, affinity, and intention to visit possesses the potential to fundamentally
reshape the course of a country. The aforementioned virtuous relationship has the potential
to bolster a nation’s standing in the international arena, fortify its cultural and economic
spheres, foster global understanding, and amplify its diplomatic influence.

Limitations and future research

In tandem with the aforementioned contributions, it is essential to acknowledge limitations
within this study’s scope. Primarily, the study’s constraints manifest in its exclusive focus
on two South Asian countries. Future research should validate these findings in a broader
South Asian context, while also exploring their applicability in West and Southeast Asia.
Additionally, conducting comparative analyses within regions will enhance understanding
of India’s soft power impact on diverse nations. Furthermore, the incorporation of a
complementary qualitative methodology has the potential to generate a plethora of
nuanced and comprehensive perspectives. Finally, given the incomplete consolidation
of the soft power concept in the current literature, our study focuses solely on five
dimensions. Subsequent research endeavors may explore alternative facets, promoting a
more comprehensive examination of soft power.
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