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Abstract

Halal tourism scholarship documents how faith-aligned service quality shapes
satisfaction and trust, while e-commerce research establishes the structural role of trust,
perceived risk, and information quality in online transactions. These two literatures have
developed largely in parallel. The research gap addressed here is the underexplored
intersection: how digital-trust mechanisms operate when the object of trust includes religiously
specific service evidence that a Muslim traveler cannot practically verify after arrival.

This article proposes a preliminary conceptual framework linking five constructs—
digital trust signals, visible halal assurance, SME dynamic capabilities, visitor confidence, and
sustainable competitiveness—synthesized from a documentary corpus of twenty-one items
(fifteen peer-reviewed articles, one strategic-management book, four official statistical or
policy sources, and one industry report). Directed qualitative content analysis with a
prespecified coding matrix identified evidence for each construct in that same order, with
digital trust signals evidenced through two clusters, platform reputation and cross-border
service readiness, and sustainable competitiveness evidenced through sustainability credibility.
Five conceptual propositions (P1-P5) organize the conjectured relationships. Findings are
presented as synthesized documentary evidence rather than empirical verification, and the
framework is described throughout as proposed rather than validated. The contribution is
threefold: theoretical, by extending digital-trust conceptualization to halal tourism through
religiously specific evidence requirements; methodological, by offering a transparent documentary
coding architecture; and practical, by providing an actionable model for tourism SMEs and
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destination managers in the Hat Yai—Songkhla border corridor. Empirical validation is
proposed as the next step.
Keywords: Digital Trust, Halal Tourism, SME Competitiveness, Border Tourism,

Songkhla

Introduction

Tourism in Southern Thailand sits at an uncomfortable junction—economic, cultural,
digital—and the discomfort is most visible at the SME level. Before a visitor buys, travels,
prays, eats, reviews, or recommends, she runs a quiet credibility check. For halal tourism, that
check is unusually demanding, because ordinary service quality (clean rooms, polite staff,
a reasonable price) does not exhaust the question. Food, accommaodation, prayer arrangements,
transport, the tone of communication itself—each of these has to read as faith-aligned, and read
that way at a glance, from a phone screen, often before the traveler has even crossed a border.

Hat Yai and Songkhla form a natural laboratory for the problem. Hat Yai is the
commercial and transport gateway of the deep South; Songkhla brings the coastal, culinary,
medical, and educational layers that turn a transit stop into a destination. The macro indicators
remain substantial: Accommodation occupancy in Southern Thailand was reported above 75
percent in the first quarter of 2026, and national foreign arrivals stayed above 2.7 million per
month over the same window (Bank of Thailand, 2026). Policy is pulling in the same
direction—Thailand’s four-year action plan for halal industrial development (2024-2027) is
explicit about ASEAN Halal Hub ambitions (The Government Public Relations Department,
2024). National and international series confirm that tourism recovery still matters to the Thai
economy (World Bank Group, n.d.; Ministry of Tourism and Sports, 2026), and the Global
Muslim Travel Index now treats Muslim-friendly readiness as a destination-level
competitiveness question rather than a food-service footnote (CrescentRating, 2025).

And yet—and this is where the article’s argument begins—the macro story misleads at
the micro level. Many SMEs in the corridor offer perfectly authentic halal-friendly service. The
restaurant on Niphat Uthit 3 may be trusted by every Malaysian regular who has been crossing
the border for a decade; the small hotel near the train station may keep prayer mats in every
wardrobe; the family-run tour operator may know exactly which beach in Songkhla offers
discreet space for a Muslim family. None of this is automatically visible to a traveler searching
from Kuala Lumpur, Jakarta, or Dubai three days before departure. Halal value, in such cases,
exists operationally but never crosses the threshold into market-legible trust.
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The relevant literatures are abundant but rarely speak to one another. E-commerce
research has long argued that trust, perceived risk, reputation, privacy, and information quality
structure online behaviour (Gefen et al., 2003; Pavlou, 2003; Kim et al., 2008). Tourism
scholarship has documented the weight of electronic word of mouth and destination image
(Litvin et al., 2008; Abubakar & llkan, 2016). Halal tourism studies have mapped how faith-
aligned facilities and service environment shape satisfaction, trust, image, and loyalty (Battour
& Ismail, 2016; Al-Ansi & Han, 2019; Han et al., 2019). Strategic management theory explains
why some of these capacities harden into advantage while others dissolve (Barney, 1991; Teece
et al., 1997). Each stream is developed; the connection between them, and particularly the
operation of digital-trust mechanisms under the religiously specific evidence requirements of
halal tourism, is not.

Two things follow from this. First, the practical business problem—SMEs offering
authentic halal-friendly service yet losing bookings because that service is not digitally
legible—is analytically distinct from the research gap. The practical problem is the visibility
deficit at the level of the individual SME. The research gap is a conceptual one: existing digital-
trust models (Gefen et al., 2003; Pavlou, 2003; Kim et al., 2008) assume a service whose
delivery can be evaluated after purchase, whereas halal service requires ex ante evidence of
religious compatibility that cannot be renegotiated after arrival. Existing halal tourism studies
(Battour & Ismail, 2016; Al-Ansi & Han, 2019; El-Gohary, 2016; Han et al., 2019; Vargas-
Sanchez & Moral-Moral, 2019) document what makes halal service authentic but rarely
address how authenticity is translated into digitally readable evidence at the SME level. The
intersection of these two literatures is the space this article occupies.

Second, the Hat Yai-Songkhla corridor is analytically informative rather than
incidentally chosen. It combines four features that rarely co-occur: a substantial Muslim-
majority hinterland on both sides of the Malaysia—Thailand border; a large, digitally
intermediated visitor flow that decides on the platform before it decides at the destination; a
dense population of tourism SMEs whose halal-friendly capacity is genuine but undocumented
online; and a policy environment (Thailand’s 2024-2027 halal industry plan) that has
committed to visibility but has not yet resolved it at the SME level (The Government Public
Relations Department, 2024). The corridor is therefore a setting in which the theoretical

problem becomes observable at a manageable scale.
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Objectives

Two research objectives guide this inquiry:

RO1: To synthesise documentary evidence concerning the role of digital trust in supporting
the competitiveness of halal tourism SMEs in the Hat Yai—Songkhla border economy.

RO2: To develop a preliminary conceptual framework linking digital trust signals (P1),
visible halal assurance (P2), SME dynamic capabilities (P3), visitor confidence (P4), and
sustainable competitiveness (P5), alongside a set of conceptual propositions suitable for
subsequent empirical testing.

Two corresponding research questions follow:

RQ1: Which digital-trust mechanisms recur in the documentary evidence as relevant to the
visibility of halal-friendly SME services in a border tourism economy?

RQ2: How can these mechanisms be organised into a conceptual framework that specifies
propositional relationships among digital trust signals (P1), visible halal assurance (P2), SME
dynamic capabilities (P3), visitor confidence (P4), and sustainable competitiveness (P5)?

Both objectives are documentary and conceptual; neither claims empirical validation.

Literature Review

Trust is the workhorse concept of exchange theory because it does the thing nothing
else does—it lets a buyer commit before verification is complete. Morgan and Hunt (1994)
placed trust and commitment at the core of relationship marketing; Mayer et al. (1995)
unpacked trust into perceived ability, benevolence, and integrity; Doney and Cannon (1997)
traced how reliability has to be inferred when contracts cannot specify everything. For a halal
tourism SME, the relevance is immediate. A visitor is asking three questions in parallel: Can
this business deliver? Does it intend to deliver well? Does it understand what | actually need?
A digital profile has to answer all three before the traveler scrolls away.

Digital commerce sharpens the problem due to the absence of pre-purchase inspection.
Users almost never see services before purchase; they read the website, glance at reviews,
notice whether the payment cues look professional, and assess how quickly previous inquiries
received responses. Gefen et al. (2003) linked trust to technology acceptance in online
shopping; Pavlou (2003) connected trust and perceived risk to transaction intention; Kim et al.
(2008) demonstrated that trust, perceived risk, and perceived benefit jointly shape purchase
decisions. The implication for SMEs is unflattering—a digital profile is not advertising. It is

evidence, and it is read as such.



Hatyai Academic Journal Vol. 24 No. 3 (September - December 2026) 280
Nsasnalvgjvins i 24 atduil 3 (Fusieu - funau 2569)

Tourism research carries the logic from transactions to destinations. Buhalis and Law
(2008) argued that information technologies reshaped tourism distribution itself; Buhalis and
Foerste (2015) developed the case for personalised, context-aware communication. Electronic
word of mouth deserves separate billing—travelers tend to trust peers over official claims
(Litvin et al., 2008)—and for smaller enterprises this means reputation is cumulative. Every
photograph, every reply, every correction adds to (or subtracts from) the credibility of the next
traveler’s decision.

Halal tourism adds a religiously and culturally specific layer. Battour and Ismail (2016)
define halal tourism around services compatible with Islamic principles; Al-Ansi and Han
(2019) show that halal-friendly destination performance shapes perceived value, satisfaction,
trust, image, and loyalty. Closer to home, Heembo and Nuyeam (2024) argue that halal tourism
in Southern Thailand can drive local economic and cultural development—provided that
identity, infrastructure, community participation, and market communication line up. That last
clause is the one most often missing.

Competitiveness theory explains why none of this is a minor branding question. Porter
(1985) tied advantage to value creation inside activities; Barney (1991) emphasised resources
that are valuable and hard to imitate; Teece et al. (1997) introduced dynamic capabilities—
sensing, seizing, reconfiguring—as the explanation for why some firms keep adapting and
others freeze. In the SME tourism setting, digital trust becomes a competitive asset only when
it is repeatedly embedded in service routines: the platform gets updated on Wednesday, the
negative review gets answered on Thursday, the misleading photograph gets replaced on
Friday. These routines are quiet and unglamorous but very difficult to imitate when sustained.

The general e-commerce trust literature and the halal tourism literature do not share a
common construct of trust, and the difference is analytically consequential. In the transactional
model (Gefen et al., 2003; Pavlou, 2003; Kim et al., 2008), the visitor is asking whether the
promised service will be delivered; the object of trust is delivery performance. In the halal
tourism setting, the visitor is also asking whether the service environment will respect a set of
religious, cultural, and practical expectations that cannot be renegotiated after arrival; the
object of trust is therefore extended, and the evidence required is more specific. Han et al.
(2019) show that Muslim travelers evaluate destinations against attributes that non-Muslim
travelers do not weigh at all; EI-Gohary (2016) argues that the very definition of halal tourism
remains contested in ways that generic-trust research does not address; Vargas-Sanchez and
Moral-Moral (2019) review the field and note that empirical work has concentrated on

destination-level constructs rather than SME-level digital evidence. The conceptual space this
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article occupies sits between these two positions: digital-trust mechanisms applied to a
religiously extended object of trust at the SME level.

Five working definitions anchor the framework. They are given in the proposition order
used throughout the article and are applied consistently below. Digital trust signals are the
platform-observable cues by which a prospective visitor evaluates SME reliability before
purchase, including profile accuracy, reviews and their responses, photograph currency,
consistent operating hours, payment and contact channels, and cross-platform coherence.
Visible halal assurance is the subset of digital evidence that specifically communicates
religious compatibility—certification where applicable, food-source information, prayer-space
provisions, staff awareness, proximity to worship—such that it can be read from a phone screen
in the pre-arrival window. SME dynamic capabilities are the organisational routines through
which an enterprise senses visitor concerns, updates and reconfigures its published evidence,
and thereby keeps digital trust signals and visible halal assurance from decaying over time.
Visitor confidence is the reduced-uncertainty state in which a Muslim traveler is willing to
commit to booking, visiting, or recommending an SME. Sustainable competitiveness serves as
the downstream outcome variable, defined as a durable, reputation-driven market position
characterized by repeat visitation, brand resilience, reduced discount reliance, and locally
retained value. As a central construct within this framework, it remains distinct from
sustainability credibility, which is subsequently operationalized as an empirical indicator
observed at the platform level.

Where these streams disagree matters as much as where they agree. Battour and Ismail
(2016) treat halal tourism primarily as a market-segment construct organised around service
attributes, while ElI-Gohary (2016) argues that the category itself is conceptually unstable
because operators, regulators, and travelers apply inconsistent definitions of what counts as
halal. Al-Ansi and Han (2019) establish trust as a mediating variable between destination
performance and loyalty; Han et al. (2019) show that halal-friendly attributes function
differently in Muslim-majority and non-Muslim destination contexts. The e-commerce
literature (Kim et al., 2008) treats trust as a decision antecedent under generalised uncertainty,
whereas the halal tourism literature treats trust as an outcome of experienced authenticity. The
unresolved question is what happens when the two are combined at the SME level in a border
economy—precisely the analytical space this framework attempts to occupy.

The research gap can now be stated precisely. First, halal tourism studies document
offline authenticity but rarely address digital legibility. Second, digital-trust studies rarely

address religiously extended objects of trust. Third, SME-level analyses in border tourism
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economies are largely absent from both streams. This article addresses the intersection of these
three gaps by developing a preliminary documentary framework in which digital-trust
mechanisms are examined against religiously specific evidence requirements at the SME level
in the Hat Yai—Songkhla corridor.

Conceptual Framework

The framework links five constructs, numbered throughout this article in the
proposition order used in Figure 1: (P1) digital trust signals, (P2) visible halal assurance, (P3)
SME dynamic capabilities, (P4) visitor confidence, and (P5) sustainable competitiveness. The
same order governs the working definitions given in the Literature Review, the Objectives, the
propositions, the Results, Table 2, and the Discussion, so that every reference to a construct
can be matched directly to its position in Figure 1. Digital trust signals cover the surface
evidence a traveler can inspect before arrival: accurate platform information, secure payment
cues, credible photographs, current opening hours, clear contact channels, prompt review
responses, and consistency across platforms. Visible halal assurance refers to the digital traces
that make Muslim-friendly service legible: certification where it applies, clarity regarding food
sourcing, prayer-space information, staff awareness, the nearest mosque, and the cultural
register of the descriptions themselves. SME dynamic capabilities keep the upstream constructs
alive: the routines for sensing concerns, updating information, responding to complaints,
learning from reviews, and adjusting service design before the next misalignment appears.
Visitor confidence is the mediating outcome, the point at which uncertainty drops enough for
a booking, visit, or recommendation to become plausible. Sustainable competitiveness is the
downstream outcome: repeat visitation, stronger reputation, less reliance on discounting, and
more local economic value retained inside the corridor.

Two assumptions sit beneath the model and should be stated openly. Halal assurance
does not become competitiveness on its own; it has to become visible and credible first.
Similarly, digital promotion does not generate trust on its own; without operational discipline
and authentic service evidence underneath, it generates the opposite.

The role of SME dynamic capabilities in the framework requires explicit clarification
because they operate across two stages rather than one. Following Teece et al. (1997), dynamic
capabilities are conceptualised here as a supporting organisational capability that maintains and
refreshes digital trust signals and visible halal assurance over time—sensing what visitors are

asking, seizing the opportunity to update evidence, and reconfiguring service descriptions when



Digital Trust as Halal Tourism Infrastructure: A Documentary Framework for SME...

383

Federico Verri

expectations shift. In propositional terms, dynamic capabilities are neither a pure antecedent of
visitor confidence nor a moderator of it; they are a supporting capability that determines
whether upstream signals decay or persist, and their downstream effect on sustainable
competitiveness is therefore indirect. Figure 1 represents this asymmetry directly: P3 links
dynamic capabilities to both upstream constructs, which subsequently influence visitor
confidence, ensuring this supporting role is visually explicit in the model rather than merely
described in the text.

Five conceptual propositions organise the framework and identify the relationships that
subsequent empirical work should test. P1: digital trust signals—accurate profiles, prompt
review responses, current photographs, and cross-platform coherence—are proposed to
contribute positively to visitor confidence for Muslim travelers evaluating halal tourism SMEs.
P2: visible halal assurance—certification where applicable, food-source clarity, prayer-space
information, and staff awareness rendered digitally legible—is proposed to contribute
positively to visitor confidence in a manner distinct from generic service quality signals. P3:
SME dynamic capabilities are proposed to support digital trust signals and visible halal
assurance over time by sensing, updating, and reconfiguring service evidence, and thereby to
reduce evidence decay. P4: visitor confidence is proposed to mediate the relationship between
the upstream trust and assurance constructs and sustainable competitiveness outcomes. P5:
sustainability credibility—specific, verifiable evidence rather than generic sustainability
language—is proposed to contribute to sustainable competitiveness as a further condition,
distinguishing durable competitive position from short-term reputation gains. The scope of P5
requires explicit statement, because both terms appear in Figure 1. P5 designates the
relationship between them and not either construct on its own, running from the evidence
indicator to the outcome construct. Figure 1 therefore labels P1 to P5 on the relationships rather
than on the boxes.

One terminological clarification is required. Two related terms appear in the article:
sustainability credibility and sustainable competitiveness. They are not interchangeable.
Sustainability credibility refers to the observable evidence indicator identified in the coding
matrix—specific, verifiable claims about local employment, sourcing, community value, and
cultural respect that can be read at the platform level. Sustainable competitiveness refers to the
framework construct—durable market position sustained over time. The relationship is
directional: sustainability credibility is a component of the evidence base that may support

sustainable competitiveness. All subsequent references distinguish the two accordingly.
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The framework is derived abductively. Its constructs come from established literature
(digital trust from e-commerce research; halal assurance from halal tourism research; dynamic
capabilities from strategic management; competitiveness from resource-based theory), while
their combination and their SME-level halal specification emerge from the documentary coding
described in the following section. The framework is therefore proposed rather than validated.

It is offered as a preliminary structure to organise future empirical work, not as an established

model.
Digital Trust Signals Sustainable Competitiveness

antecedent outcome construct

P3 P1 P4 I

SME Dynamic Capabilities Visitor Confidence
supporting capability mediator P5
P3 P2
Visible Halal Assurance

antecedent

Sustainability Credibility

evidence indicator

Figure 1 Digital Trust as Halal Tourism Infrastructure Framework
Source: Synthesized by the author from the e-commerce trust, halal tourism, tourism
management, and competitiveness literatures.

Note: P1 to P5 label relationships rather than constructs. P1 and P2 run from digital trust signals
and from visible halal assurance to visitor confidence; P3 runs from SME dynamic capabilities
to those two upstream constructs; P4 is the mediated path from visitor confidence to sustainable
competitiveness; P5 is the path from sustainability credibility to sustainable competitiveness.
Sustainability credibility is an evidence indicator observed at platform level, not a sixth

construct.

Methodology

Population and Samples

The design is documentary research with integrative synthesis. It is a conceptual
development method rather than an empirical-testing method, and it is appropriate here for
three specific reasons. First, the research questions concern the conceptual architecture of
digital-trust mechanisms in a religiously extended service context, which requires literature
based construct definition before any variable can be measured. Second, the object under

study—platform-visible SME service evidence—has not yet been operationalised in a unified
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way in either the halal tourism or the digital-trust literatures, so primary measurement without
prior construct clarification would risk instrument misspecification. Third, documentary
synthesis produces a preliminary framework that later empirical work (survey, case study,
platform analysis) can then test. The article is explicit throughout that this is a study of
conceptual development, not one of empirical verification.

The search protocol was as follows. Databases and sources searched: Scopus, Web of
Science Core Collection, Google Scholar (used for supplementary retrieval and citation chasing
rather than as a primary index), and the official portals of the Bank of Thailand, the Ministry
of Tourism and Sports of Thailand, the World Bank, the Government Public Relations
Department of Thailand, and CrescentRating. Keyword strings combined trust-related terms
(“trust”, “digital trust”, “online trust”, “e-commerce trust”, “platform trust™) with tourism terms
(“tourism”, “destination”, “eWOM?”, “online review”) and halal-related terms (“halal”, “halal
tourism”, “Muslim-friendly”, “halal-friendly destination) using Boolean AND/OR operators;
a second-stage search added SME and Southern Thailand terms (“SME”, “small and medium
enterprise”, “Hat Yai”, “Songkhla”, “Malaysia—Thailand border”, “cross-border tourism”).
The literature search covered publications from 1985 to 2026 (with the earliest date set to
include foundational strategic-management references) and was conducted between September
15, 2025 and October 31, 2025, with a final verification pass on November 12, 2025. The coded
corpus was closed at that point. The four official statistical and policy sources were
subsequently rechecked against their latest available releases during the revision of this article,
which is why figures dated 2026 appear in the Introduction although the corpus search itself
closed in November 2025. This rechecking updated contextual figures only; it did not add
documents to the coded corpus or alter the coding matrix.

The screening and selection flow proceeded in four stages. Initial identification returned
486 records across the databases and sources listed above. Duplicate removal reduced this to
341 records. Title-and-abstract screening against inclusion criteria—substantive relevance to
trust, digital tourism, halal tourism, SME competitiveness, or Southern Thailand; retrievability
through DOI, publisher page, institutional website, or official statistical source; analytical
usefulness for a business and tourism readership—reduced the pool to 62 records. Full-text
assessment excluded a further 41 records for the following reasons: insufficient conceptual
depth for framework contribution (n = 17), duplication of content already represented by a
stronger source (n = 11), lack of relevance to tourism SMEs or halal services (n = 8), and non-

retrievability of full text (n = 5). Twenty-one documents were retained for coded synthesis. The
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full list of these documents, together with the constructs each supports, is provided in Appendix
A.

The choice of twenty-one documents requires justification because reviewers
reasonably expect either a larger corpus (systematic review scale) or a stated reason for a
smaller one. Integrative documentary synthesis for framework development is not a systematic-
review method; its purpose is analytical density rather than exhaustive coverage. Twenty-one
documents were sufficient to reach analytical saturation across all five framework constructs—
that is, additional documents added new citations rather than new construct content—while
remaining small enough to permit careful rereading and cross-code triangulation. This is a
trade-off, not an optimum. A larger corpus would strengthen coverage claims; a smaller corpus
would strengthen depth claims. Twenty-one was the point at which the coding matrix stabilised.

Three terms used in the analysis should be distinguished. Constructs are the five
conceptual elements of the framework (digital trust signals, visible halal assurance, SME
dynamic capabilities, visitor confidence, sustainable competitiveness). Coding categories are
the analytic slots into which document content was sorted; in this study, coding categories are
aligned one-to-one with framework constructs, following a directed content-analysis logic.
Codes are the sub-level indicators recorded within each category—for example, within visible
halal assurance the codes include “certification visibility”, “food-source clarity”, “prayer-space
information”, and “staff awareness”. The approach is abductive rather than purely deductive or
purely inductive: the categories were specified before coding on theoretical grounds, while the
sub-level codes emerged iteratively from the documents and were refined during pilot coding.

Coding was carried out by a single researcher. This is a transparent limitation and it was
managed rather than concealed. Four reliability procedures were used. First, categories were
specified in writing before coding began, which reduces post-hoc drift. Second, five documents
were pilot coded and recoded after a two-week interval, and one of those documents was
recoded a second time during the main coding round; observed intra-coder consistency across
pilot recoding was 91.3 percent, computed over the coding decisions recorded in the audit trail
for those five documents, and disagreements were resolved by tightening the boundary between
digital trust signals and dynamic capabilities. Third, every coded claim was required to remain
traceable to a specific retrievable source. Fourth, an audit trail—a spreadsheet mapping each
document to each construct and each sub-code—was maintained throughout, and a redacted
version is available on request. These procedures do not replace inter-coder reliability, which

would require a second researcher and which future empirical work should provide.
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Purposive selection carries a defined risk of confirmation bias: documents that fit the
emerging framework are more likely to be retained than documents that do not. Three
countermeasures were used. First, the inclusion criteria were specified in advance and applied
conservatively at the title and abstract screening stage. Second, the corpus deliberately includes
sources that resist or complicate the framework (EI-Gohary, 2016, on the conceptual instability
of halal tourism; Vargas-Sanchez and Moral-Moral, 2019, on the field's empirical
concentration on destination-level rather than SME-level constructs); these sources were coded
even where they weakened rather than supported the argument. Third, the residual bias—that
a documentary corpus of twenty-one items cannot fully represent the state of the two fields—

is acknowledged as a limitation and addressed in the Discussion.

Table 1 Documentary Sample and Analytical Role

Document type Number Main analytical role Examples of constructs
extracted

Peer-reviewed journal 15 Theory and empirical evidence Digital trust, eWOM, halal

articles destination trust, visitor
loyalty

Strategic-management 1 Competitiveness foundation Value creation and

book competitive positioning

Official statistical or policy 4 Local, national, and policy Tourism recovery, Southern

sources context occupancy, halal industry
policy

Industry/professional 1 Market relevance Muslim-friendly travel

tourism report readiness and destination
benchmarking

Total 21 Integrated documentary Framework development

corpus

and coded synthesis

Source: Synthesized by the author.

Research Instruments

The research instrument was a structured document-coding matrix recording
bibliographic details, source type, geographical relevance, central construct, trust mechanism,
halal assurance implication, SME capability implication, and competitiveness implication.
Each document was coded against five directed categories, listed in proposition order—digital
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trust signals, visible halal assurance, SME dynamic capabilities, visitor confidence, sustainable
competitiveness—that were defined before reading rather than after.

Instrument quality rested on four small but serious safeguards. Categories were derived
from established theory (not invented after the findings looked interesting). Five documents
were pilot coded to assess whether the categories were sufficiently distinct—two of the
categories, on first reading, did not, which forced a useful refinement of the difference between
trust signals and dynamic capabilities. Every coded claim had to remain traceable to a
retrievable source. And causal claims were resisted, because the design is documentary, not
experimental—a discipline that is easier to describe than to maintain when the evidence
becomes suggestive.

Data Analysis

Analysis proceeded in three stages. Directed qualitative content analysis identified
recurring evidence across the five framework constructs. Comparative synthesis then
connected literatures that usually circulate in separate rooms—e-commerce trust, tourism
digitalization, halal tourism, and SME competitiveness—into a single architecture. Descriptive
frequency counts were used at the end as synthesis indicators (how often a code appeared across
the corpus), not as inferential statistics, and should be interpreted accordingly.

Research Ethics

No human participants, interviews, experiments, private records, or personal data were
involved; ethical risk was therefore minimal. The substantive ethical requirements were source
traceability, accurate citation, refusal to fabricate field data, and clear acknowledgment that

this is a documentary framework, rather than a survey or quasi-experimental study.

Results

Five main findings emerged from the synthesis. These findings are presented
sequentially according to Propositions 1 through 5 (P1-P5) to maintain structural alignment
across the Results, Discussion, and Conceptual Framework (Figure 1). Table 2 summarizes the
document-coding matrix, aligning each evidence cluster with its corresponding construct,
proposition, and research objective.

Before the findings themselves, one framing point requires emphasis. The five findings
below are presented as synthesized documentary evidence, not as empirically verified
relationships. They describe recurrences and analytical connections identified in the twenty-

one documents; they do not describe measured associations at the SME or traveler level. The
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document counts reported below and in Table 2 are not mutually exclusive: a document was
coded to every construct its content addressed, so the counts overlap and do not sum to twenty-
one. Wording throughout uses hedged terms (“is proposed to”, “may support”, “is associated
with in the documentary evidence”) rather than causal terms.

The first finding concerns digital trust signals (P1), a construct the documentary
evidence represents through two clusters. The first of these is platform reputation, which recurs
less as a marketing output and more as a cumulative evidence record. Reviews, response
patterns, photographs, profile accuracy, consistent of operating hours, payment information,
and complaint handling accumulate over time and jointly shape prospective visitors' pre-arrival
evaluations. This pattern recurred in fourteen documents, drawn from the digital-trust strand
(Gefenetal., 2003; Pavlou, 2003; Kim et al., 2008), the eWOM and tourism-technology strand
(Litvin et al., 2008; Abubakar & llkan, 2016; Buhalis & Law, 2008; Buhalis & Foerste, 2015),
and the destination-image literature. The documentary evidence is consistent with the
interpretation that platform reputation is produced by the alignment between what an SME’s
digital presence reports and what its subsequent service delivers, sustained across time rather
than engineered in a single campaign.

The second cluster within P1 concerns cross-border service readiness, which recurs in
the documentary evidence as a trust component in its own right, particularly in border tourism
economies. Across ten documents, evidence indicators clustered around language accessibility,
transport clarity, familiar payment options, transparent prices, and coherently connected routes
linking food, accommodation, worship, shopping, and local experience. This cluster is
particularly relevant to the Malaysian—Thai segment of the visitor flow (Heembo & Nuyeam,
2024; CrescentRating, 2026) and to the digital-trust signalling literature more broadly. The
interpretation supported by the documentary evidence is that these features act as
recognisability signals—indicators that the destination has taken the needs of Muslim travelers
into account rather than treating them as an incidental visitor category.

The second finding concerns visible halal assurance (P2), which is proposed as a
necessary condition for the other trust signals to perform meaningful competitive work. Across
the corpus, visible halal assurance—certification where applicable, food-source clarity, prayer
information, and culturally appropriate description—recurred as an ex-ante evidence
requirement for Muslim travelers, precisely because reliability cannot be verified after arrival
on any acceptable timeline. This cluster was the densest evidence pattern in the corpus and
appeared in fifteen of the twenty-one documents (71.4%), with concentrated support in the
halal tourism strand (Battour & Ismail, 2016; Al-Ansi & Han, 2019; Heembo & Nuyeam, 2024)
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and confirmation in the destination-benchmarking source (CrescentRating, 2026). This density
is why visible halal assurance is retained as a framework construct rather than treated as a
subordinate communication variable.

The third finding is that SME dynamic capabilities (P3)—the routine ability to sense,
seize, and reconfigure trust evidence over time—are proposed to determine whether the
upstream signals persist or decay. Evidence from thirteen documents across the strategic
management strand (Teece et al., 1997; Barney, 1991; Porter, 1985) and the tourism technology
strand (Buhalis & Law, 2008; Buhalis & Foerste, 2015), is consistent with the interpretation
that trust evidence decays without organisational maintenance: reviews go unanswered,
photographs become outdated, opening hours shift after Ramadan, and prices drift. The
capability that appears to matter is not technological sophistication but the routine ability to
notice and repair evidence deterioration. This finding is the one for which the documentary
evidence is most suggestive rather than dispositive, and it is therefore the one most in need of
subsequent empirical testing.

The fourth finding concerns visitor confidence (P4), the construct through which the
upstream evidence is proposed to operate. Visitor confidence was coded in twelve documents.
It is reported here as a framework construct rather than as an independent evidence cluster,
because the documentary material treats it as a state produced by the preceding clusters rather
than as a separate class of platform-observable evidence; this is why it carries a document count
in Table 2 without a cluster of its own. The recurring indicators across those documents were
reduced pre-purchase uncertainty, destination trust, perceived value, satisfaction, revisit
intention, and willingness to recommend (Pavlou, 2003; Kim et al., 2008; Litvin et al., 2008;
Abubakar & llkan, 2016; Al-Ansi & Han, 2019). The documentary evidence is consistent with
a mediating position, in which digital trust signals and visible halal assurance are associated
with competitiveness outcomes through the confidence state they produce rather than directly.
That is the relationship stated in P4, and it remains a conjectured mediation that only empirical
testing can establish.

The fifth finding concerns sustainability credibility (P5) as an evidence indicator that
may support sustainable competitiveness. The documentary evidence indicates that generic
sustainability language—eco-friendly, community-oriented, responsible—has become
discounted in the reader's evaluation of a platform profile. Sustainability credibility, in the
documentary usage, is credible only when tied to specifics: local employment numbers,
verifiable local sourcing, audited fair-pricing practices, waste-reduction outputs, and respectful

representation of Muslim identity that does not reduce to generic imagery. The cluster appeared
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in nine documents. This finding is presented as an association observed in the documentary

corpus rather than a tested causal relationship.

Table 2 Framework Constructs, Coding Evidence, and SME Responses

Documents
coded

Framework
construct
(proposition)

Evidence indicator

Recommended SME response

Digital trust signals 14 (platform

Profile accuracy, reviews,

Update profiles weekly, answer

(P1) reputation); 10  photographs, payment cues, reviews, correct contradictions,
(cross-border language, transport, price, and and provide visitor-readable
readiness) route information route and payment information

Visible halal 15 Certification where applicable, Display certification, food-

assurance (P2) food-source clarity, prayer source information, prayer

support, and staff awareness support, and staff awareness
clearly online

SME dynamic 13 Platform maintenance, feedback  Assign named responsibility for

capabilities (P3) learning, complaint response, platform maintenance, feedback

and service correction learning, service correction, and
evidence updates

Visitor confidence 12 Reduced uncertainty, destination ~ Convert trust cues into booking

(P4) trust, perceived value, confidence through clear claims,

satisfaction, revisit intention, current evidence, and rapid
and willingness to recommend response to queries

Sustainable 9 Reputation resilience, repeat Show local employment,

competitiveness (P5), visitation, lower discount cultural respect, fair pricing, and

coded through reliance, and credible local or community value with verifiable
sustainability community value examples

credibility

Source: Synthesized by the author from the documentary coding matrix.

Discussion

The findings support, extend, and in one place complicate the existing empirical
literature. They support Al-Ansi and Han (2019) and Han et al. (2019) in identifying visible
halal-friendly attributes as a distinct evaluative dimension for Muslim travelers, which is the
relationship stated in P2, and they support Litvin et al. (2008) and Abubakar and Ilkan (2016)
in treating eWOM as a cumulative rather than episodic trust producer, which is the relationship
stated in P1. They extend the Gefen et al. (2003), Pavlou (2003), and Kim et al. (2008)
framework by identifying a religiously extended object of trust that generic e-commerce
models do not accommodate: evidence of religious compatibility that must be legible before
arrival because it cannot be renegotiated after. They complicate EI-Gohary's (2016) diagnosis

of conceptual instability by suggesting that the instability is analytically productive at the SME
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level, because it is precisely the operator's translation of contested halal-friendliness into
concrete digital evidence that generates competitive differentiation.

Not all of the documentary evidence points in the same direction. Vargas-Sanchez and
Moral-Moral (2019) argue that the halal tourism field has concentrated its empirical work at
the destination and national levels, and the shortage of SME-level empirical work leaves the
framework's SME emphasis under-supported by existing evidence. EI-Gohary (2016) argues
that the very definition of halal tourism is contested, which weakens any framework that
assumes a shared operator understanding of what visible halal assurance requires. The
e-commerce trust literature (Kim et al., 2008; Pavlou, 2003) treats trust primarily as
a consumer-side construct and gives limited attention to supplier-side capability conditions of
the kind the framework foregrounds. These tensions are recorded here rather than resolved,
they are among the reasons the framework is proposed rather than validated.

The framework’s applicability has boundary conditions. It is designed for a border
tourism economy with a substantial flow of Muslim visitors and a dense population of tourism
SMEs whose halal capacity is genuine but undocumented online. In destinations where digital
penetration is low, where visitor demand is primarily secular, or where SMEs are so small that
no platform presence exists at all, the framework's propositional logic does not
straightforwardly transfer. It is also unlikely to apply in Muslim-majority destinations where
halal service is the default assumption rather than a differentiating category, because in that
setting visible halal assurance ceases to carry evidentiary weight. Han et al. (2019) note
precisely this contextual variation. The framework is proposed for a specific type of setting,
and its transferability requires empirical assessment before it is applied elsewhere.

The contribution of this article is deliberately threefold and should not be read as a
single theoretical claim. The theoretical contribution is a reconceptualisation of digital trust for
a religiously extended object of trust, in which the visitor evaluates not only delivery
performance but compatibility with religious and cultural expectations that cannot be
renegotiated after arrival; five conceptual propositions (P1-P5) organise the relationships. The
methodological contribution is a transparent documentary coding architecture—prespecified
categories, PRISMA-style flow, intra-coder reliability procedures, and an auditable corpus—
that other framework-development studies in tourism SME research can adapt. The practical
contribution is an actionable model for tourism SMEs, destination managers, chambers of
commerce, and tourism agencies in the Hat Yai—Songkhla corridor and in comparable border
tourism economies. The article does not claim empirical validation; that step is left to future

work.
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The framework also helps explain why authentically halal-friendly SMEs in the
corridor sometimes underperform commercially. Barney’s (1991) point, never as banal as it
sounds, was that valuable resources do not automatically create sustained advantage—they
have to be organised, and they have to be hard to imitate. Local knowledge, halal-friendly
routines, cultural proximity, hospitality—all of these are valuable in Hat Yai and Songkhla.
They are also very often invisible to the visitor who is two days away from arriving. The
competitive gap is not a resource gap. It is a translation gap.

Dynamic capabilities theory (Teece et al., 1997), which supplies P3, gains an
unexpectedly humble application here. Sensing, in the corridor’s SME setting, means reading
review streams and platform questions with some regularity. Seizing means converting that
signal into concrete listings, photographs, and explanations—turning a question into a visible
answer. Reconfiguring means adjusting menus, routes, opening hours, and service descriptions
as visitor expectations shift (Ramadan schedules, school holidays in Penang, and currency volatility
against the Malaysian ringgit). The routines are cheap. The discipline they require is not.

Two propositions carry more conjecture than the other three, and the Discussion should
say so rather than leave the asymmetry implicit. P4 states that visitor confidence mediates the
relationship between the upstream constructs and sustainable competitiveness. Documentary
evidence can establish that this literature treats confidence as an intervening state; it cannot
establish mediation, which is a statistical claim requiring measured paths. P5 states that
sustainability credibility contributes to sustainable competitiveness as a further condition. The
coded evidence behind it is the thinnest in the corpus, nine documents, and several of those
treat sustainability as a secondary concern rather than as their analytical object. P4 and P5 are
therefore the parts of the framework most exposed to disconfirmation, and the empirical design
proposed below should be built to test them rather than to illustrate them.

Two strategies frequently advocated in regional tourism discourse are weaker than they
appear once the framework is applied. The first is certification without visibility—
accreditation obtained but not rendered legible on the platforms travelers actually consult
before arrival. The second is digital promotion without operational credibility, which is the
more consequential risk: promotional visibility that generates traffic which then encounters
service evidence the platform cannot support. The strategy the framework supports is credible
halal practice made digitally visible and sustained by routine maintenance—three requirements
that are conceptually simple but operationally demanding to maintain across time.

For business and tourism scholarship, as well as local tourism management, the

contribution is an actionable model. It connects policy ambition, SME practices, digital
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platforms, and visitor confidence within a single argument, instead of treating halal tourism as
a cultural niche and digital transformation as a separate buzzword. Ultimately, the two
represent the same challenge viewed from different angles.

Four limitations should be recorded explicitly. First, the article rests on documentary
synthesis rather than primary fieldwork; the framework is analytically grounded, not
statistically tested, and its propositions await empirical validation. Second, coding was carried
out by a single researcher, and intra-coder reliability procedures do not substitute for inter-
coder reliability, which future empirical extensions should provide. Third, the corpus is small
by systematic-review standards; while sufficient for analytical saturation across the
framework's five constructs, it cannot claim exhaustive coverage of either the halal tourism or
the digital-trust literature. Fourth, the framework is designed for a specific setting—border
tourism economies with a substantial Muslim-visitor flow and a dense population of tourism
SMEs—and its transferability to Muslim-majority destinations or low-digital-penetration
settings is not assumed. These are limitations that shape what the article can claim; they are

also, taken together, the research agenda the article proposes.

Recommendations

Recommendations for Applying the Results

Local tourism agencies, chambers of commerce, and SME-support organizations
should commission a Digital Halal Trust Checklist for restaurants, hotels, transport providers,
tour operators, wellness providers, and retail SMEs—covering certification visibility, prayer-
space information, menu clarity, current photographs, platform accuracy, multilingual route
information, payment transparency, review-response standards, and emergency contacts. The
checklist's value lies primarily in its routine implementation; a quarterly audit represents a
defensible minimum frequency. SMEs themselves should treat digital profiles as service
infrastructure rather than communications overhead. A designated individual—rather than ad
hoc personnel—should be responsible for weekly platform updates, review responses, the
removal of contradictory claims, and confirmation that halal-relevant evidence is visible before
visitor arrival. This task belongs directly within core service quality control, rather than being
treated as an ancillary function.

Destination managers should build a shared Muslim-friendly route map for the Hat Yai—
Songkhla area connecting halal food, accommodation, mosques or prayer spaces, shopping,

transport, medical or wellness services, and local cultural experiences. A verified public-
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private directory updated on a known cycle would do far more than a glossy one-time brochure.
The brochure will be obsolete in six months. The directory, if maintained, will compound.

Training programs should drop the abstract vocabulary of digital transformation and
tackle concrete trust problems instead—writing visitor-readable halal descriptions,
photographing service evidence, managing negative reviews without defensiveness, correcting
platform inconsistency, designing short-stay itineraries, and communicating sustainability
without falling into the generic register diagnosed in the fifth finding.

Recommendations for Future Research

The framework deserves empirical examination with halal tourism SMEs and Muslim
travelers in Hat Yai, Songkhla, and the connected border areas—a quantitative survey
measuring the relationships among digital trust signals, visible halal assurance, SME dynamic
capabilities, visitor confidence, revisit intention, and willingness to recommend. Two design
requirements follow from the two propositions identified above as the most exposed to
disconfirmation: visitor confidence should be specified as a mediator so that P4 is tested rather
than assumed, and sustainability credibility should be measured as a separate construct so that
P5 can fail if the data do not support it. Structural equation modeling would be appropriate
provided the sample size and measurement model support it (the SME population in the
corridor is not infinite, which is a constraint worth planning for from the start).

A second direction is comparative case study. Pairing high-performing and low-
performing SMEs to examine whether disciplined review management, halal evidence
visibility, and cross-border service readiness track with stronger reputation and sales resilience
would allow the framework to face its most informative test—the test of variance inside a single
market. A third direction is platform-based analysis, mining publicly available review data to
isolate which trust signals correlate with positive evaluations; this is useful, although it will not
capture the offline routines that explain why some SMEs produce those signals in the first
place. A fourth direction is inter-coder reliability testing of the coding architecture itself, using

two or more researchers on a larger corpus.
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Appendix A: Complete List of Coded Documents

This appendix lists all twenty-one documents included in the coded corpus, with the
framework construct(s) each source supports: DTS = digital trust signals; VHA = visible halal
assurance; VC = visitor confidence; SDC = SME dynamic capabilities; SC = sustainable
competitiveness.

1. Abubakar, A. M., & llkan, M. (2016). Peer-reviewed article. Constructs supported:
DTS, VC.

2. Al-Ansi, A., & Han, H. (2019). Peer-reviewed article. Constructs supported: VHA,
VC, SC.

3. Bank of Thailand. (2026). Official statistical source. Constructs supported: SC
(contextual).

4. Barney, J. (1991). Peer-reviewed article. Constructs supported: SDC, SC.

5. Battour, M., & Ismail, M. N. (2016). Peer-reviewed article. Constructs supported:
VHA, VC.

6. Buhalis, D., & Foerste, M. (2015). Peer-reviewed article. Constructs supported: DTS,
SDC.

7. Buhalis, D., & Law, R. (2008). Peer-reviewed article. Constructs supported: DTS,
SDC.

8. CrescentRating. (2026, April 2). Industry / professional tourism report. Constructs
supported: VHA, VVC (destination benchmarking).

9. Doney, P. M., & Cannon, J. P. (1997). Peer-reviewed article. Constructs supported:
DTS (foundational).

10. Gefen, D., Karahanna, E., & Straub, D. W. (2003). Peer-reviewed article. Constructs
supported: DTS.

11. Heembo, M., & Nuyeam, H. (2024). Peer-reviewed article. Constructs supported:
VHA, VC, SC (Southern Thailand context).

12. Kim, D. J., Ferrin, D. L., & Rao, H. R. (2008). Peer-reviewed article. Constructs
supported: DTS.

13. Litvin, S. W., Goldsmith, R. E., & Pan, B. (2008). Peer-reviewed article. Constructs
supported: DTS, VC (eWOM).

14. Mayer, R. C., Davis, J. H., & Schoorman, F. D. (1995). Peer-reviewed article.
Constructs supported: DTS (foundational).

15. Ministry of Tourism and Sports. (2026). Official statistical / policy source.

Constructs supported: SC (contextual).
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16. Morgan, R. M., & Hunt, S. D. (1994). Peer-reviewed article. Constructs supported:
DTS (foundational).

17. Pavlou, P. A. (2003). Peer-reviewed article. Constructs supported: DTS, VC.

18. Porter, M. E. (1985). Strategic-management book. Constructs supported: SC.

19. Teece, D. J., Pisano, G., & Shuen, A. (1997). Peer-reviewed article. Constructs
supported: SDC.

20. The Government Public Relations Department. (2024). Official policy source.
Constructs supported: SC (contextual, halal industry policy).

21. World Bank Group. (n.d.). Official statistical source. Constructs supported: SC
(contextual).

Note: the list above contains exactly the twenty-one documents that were coded, and it
therefore matches the corpus totals reported in Table 1 and in the Methodology. Three further
references are cited in this article but were not coded, and they are consequently not listed
above: Han et al. (2019), EI-Gohary (2016), and Vargas-Sanchez and Moral-Moral (2019).
They were added during revision to strengthen the halal-specific and empirical coverage of the
literature review and the treatment of counter-evidence, and they appear in the reference list.

They contribute no codes to the matrix and no document counts to the Results.



