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Abstract
The urgent transition towards more sustainable futures requires places and
tourism destinations to leverage every available tool to assist in this effort. Pre-
vious research brought attention to the subjective and perceptual dimension of
sustainable tourism, suggesting the importance of stakeholders’ perceptions in
destination development. Place branding can interact with such perceptions, yet
its role in advancing the sustainable destination remains unexplored. This arti-
cle addresses this gap by integrating research from sustainable destinations and
place branding and theorising themechanisms that connect them.An integrative
and generative literature review guides this explorative and combining effort. Six
thematic clusters framing the sustainable destination and seven thematic clus-
ters framing place branding reveal their frail connections and evidence of the
need for integration. By integrating, synthesizing and comparing these results
and coupling them with the concept of situational meaning, this study develops
a theoretical framework that explains how place branding can be harnessed to
foster a more sustainable future for tourism destinations and their communi-
ties. Six research streams are proposed that substantiate the potential of place
branding in enhancing sustainability meaning-making and, in turn, support the
development of sustainable destinations, highlighting future research avenues
for sustainability-driven place branding.

INTRODUCTION

In search of a transition towards sustainable tourismdevel-
opment, place managers, understood as individuals or
organizations responsible for the strategic coordination
and implementation of actions for local development,
are required to utilize all available tools. Among these,
place branding can help in this effort. While sustain-
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able tourism research has developed nuanced insights into
sustainability issues and the processes leading to unsus-
tainable tourism development (Milano et al., 2019; Novy
& Colomb, 2019), the sustainable destination concept has
remained poorly framed in the literature. At the same time,
the potential of place branding to assist in sustainability
efforts remains rather unexplored (Kavaratzis et al., 2023)
and has attracted limited research attention (Therkelsen
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et al., 2021). The ambition of this study is to bridge place
branding and sustainable destinations research towards
theorizing their relationship and frame how place brand-
ing can be a lever for sustainable transition within tourism
destinations.
Sustainability is a concept that allows different inter-

pretations. However, there is a general agreement that
it relates to the quest to satisfy societal needs without
compromising environmental integrity in the present and
future (Sharpley, 2020). Sustainability is approached here
as the effort to balance the socio-cultural, economic and
environmental dimensions of the development of places
and tourism destinations.
The premise for establishing a link between place

branding and sustainable destinations lies in the per-
ceptual dimension of sustainability. This plays a crucial
role as it reframes positive and negative tourism impacts
through the perceptions of the diverse tourism stakehold-
ers, including residents, tourists, tourism organisations
and policymakers (e.g., tourists’ and residents’ perceived
crowding, residents’ perceived loss of place authentic-
ity and cultural identity, tourists’ perceived value of the
destination experience, Pasquinelli & Trunfio, 2020).
Perceptions may align with facts or be dramatically dis-

tant. Stakeholders’ perceptions represent the subjective
dimension of sustainable tourism. Since the 1970s, tourism
sustainability’s perceptual/subjective dimension has been
investigated (Pizam, 1978), showing that the impacts of
tourism are highly dependent on human perceptions, with
individual norms and values exerting considerable influ-
ence on them (Shi et al., 2017; Pasquinelli & Trunfio, 2020).
Sustainability relates strongly to the subjective thresh-
old of tolerance to tourism impacts (McCool & Lime,
2001; Dwyer, 2018; Burrai et al., 2019), and such threshold
depends upon destination stakeholders’ perceptions and
understandings of the local role of tourism (Cheer et al.,
2019; Pasquinelli & Trunfio, 2020).
Because of sustainability’s perceptual/subjective dimen-

sion, theories and frameworks that deal with building and
managing perceptions and assessing their influence on
human behaviours—such as branding—can integrate sus-
tainability research on tourism destinations. Place brand-
ing is a fruitful field for such integration, framing how
building and managing place brands can support tourism
destinations in their effort for sustainable development.
In this article, place branding is approached as an action
framework that builds on local identities and place rep-
utation to assist local development. Place branding is
an identity-driven (Boisen et al., 2018) development of
communication programmes focusing on symbolic and
representational aspects. It entails utilising the commu-
nicative power of a wide range of measures and policies
based on a vision for the place’s future. At the heart of

the place branding activity lies the formation of the place
brand,which is “a network of associations in the place con-
sumers’ mind based on the visual, verbal, and behavioural
expression of a place and its’ stakeholders” (Zenker &
Braun, 2017, p. 275). These associations differ in signifi-
cance for place stakeholders and influence their behaviour
differently.
In literature, a sharp differentiation in theory and prac-

tice between place branding and destination branding
persists. Despite the separate and disconnected discussion,
the two are very close and—we argue—can be considered
inseparable. Especially when incorporating the sustain-
ability dimension, it is not fruitful to distinguish the
tourism function of a place from other functions. Indeed,
the argument against such distinction helps us understand
what Zenker et al. (2017) call the full complexity of place
branding. Branding activities influence both the place and
destination brands (Zenker et al., 2017), and both are based
on a sense of place (Campelo et al., 2014). Residents and
visitors encounter and consume the same landscapes and
representations (Selby, 2004), something that makes Rab-
biosi (2016) argue that the distinction between place and
destination brands is reductive. For Kavaratzis and Hatch
(2021), the formation of both the place brand and the des-
tination brand occurs simultaneously for all stakeholders
and “the place brand and the destination brand are in
essence inseparable” (p. 5). Hanna et al. (2021) also indi-
cate the need to examine place and destination branding
together by indicating one of the intersecting concepts that
run through the core themes in the literature, which is
‘coherent place and destination brand communications’.
The convergence proposed here between place branding

and sustainability further suggests the necessity to move
beyond the ‘place branding versus destination branding’
debate. Any sustainable form of place branding, like any
discussion of a sustainable destination, needs to balance
tourism and non-tourist functions of the place in the inter-
est of local communities. The foundational work ofHunter
(1997) argues that the discussion of tourism sustainability
needs to embrace elements beyond tourism alone, a key
aspect of the approach of this study.
Place branding can impact sustainability at various

levels, but the link between place branding and sustain-
able destinations needs to be clarified. Recent scholarship
introduced sustainability concerns in place branding, but
the extant research is limited (Chan & Tsun, 2023; Liu
et al., 2023; Ripoll-Gonzalez & Gale, 2023). On the one
hand, place branding can assist an internal “multilogue”
among local stakeholders (Kavaratzis, 2012; Ripoll Gonza-
lez & Lester, 2018), which may help stakeholders share a
sustainable development vision and engage with a com-
mon goal. On the other hand, it may allow the local
community to express the destination identity (Zouganeli
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et al., 2012), share their local vision with visitors and
boost sustainable attitudes and behaviours (Frey&George,
2010; Font & McCabe, 2017). Sustainability becomes a
focus and vision for place branding practices, and, at the
same time, place branding becomes a tool for achieving
behavioural change in favour ofmore sustainable practices
by managers, residents and visitors alike. Building bridges
between place branding and the sustainable destination
literature may also help place branding advance by recali-
brating its purpose and scope beyond place attractiveness
and competitiveness.
This article aims to theoretically frame the relation-

ship between sustainable destinations and place branding,
focusing on how place branding can support the devel-
opment of sustainable destinations. This study relies on a
literature review “to push theoretical boundaries” (Alegre
et al., 2023: p. 237). It follows the logic proposed by Post
et al. (2020), who argue that ‘making a theoretical contri-
butionwith a review article requires combining integrative
and generative approaches’ (p. 352).
The effort to review, blend and merge the two research

domains is motivated by the need to theorize the mech-
anisms underlying the connections between sustainable
destinations and place branding towards a new theoretical
development. A research agenda on sustainability-driven
place branding is set to unlock the potential contribu-
tion of place branding to the sustainable future of places.
In this logic, we start with a semi-systematic litera-
ture review to analyse and reach a synthesis of existing
research in the two domains (i.e., sustainable destina-
tions and place branding). On one hand, the literature
review explores how sustainable development unfolds
in those local contexts where tourism plays a role and
highlights the centrality of multiple stakeholders’ under-
standing of and emotional connection with sustainability,
and their active behaviour and engagement with it; on the
other, it examines place branding concepts and approaches
aimed at influencing stakeholders’ perceptions and the
extent to which sustainability has informed this debate.
By integrating, synthesizing and comparing the results
of these research phases, we move beyond to propose
a theoretical framework that articulates the causal link
between place branding (as the process of shaping per-
ceptions) and sustainable destination development (as
embedded in stakeholder behaviours).We identify sustain-
ability meaning-making as a mechanism through which
the ambiguous and multidimensional concept of sustain-
ability can becomemeaningful and actionable. This article
ends with six future research streams that provide a plat-
form for future scholarship to refine and empirically test
the potential of place branding to enhance sustainability
meaning-making and, in turn, support the development of
sustainable destinations.

RESEARCH DESIGN AND
METHODOLOGY

Semi-systematic, integrative and generative approaches
were adopted (Snyder, 2019; Post et al., 2020; Zopiatis
et al., 2021) for the literature review. These approaches
allowed: (a) exploring two distinct fields of inquiry con-
cerning the concept of sustainable destination and its
subjective dimension, and place branding; and (b) com-
bining and integrating the sustainable destination and
the place branding domains towards generating a novel
theoretical framework.
This design fits the explorative, integrative and theory-

development aims of this research. The explorative effort
was assisted by the semi-systematic approach, which
allowed mapping themes, theoretical perspectives and
knowledge gaps in the two distinct fields of inquiry
(Snyders, 2019). The semi-systematic review relied on a
systematic search strategy and corpus curation (Kraus
et al., 2022) and a mix of quantitative (thematic cluster-
ing) and qualitative analysis (Snyders, 2019) to develop
a comprehensive and in-depth overview of the identified
research areas.
The integrative approach was adopted to combine the

results of the semi-systematic review to identify potential
research avenues. This approach enables the synthesis of
knowledge across different fields (Cronin &George, 2020).
It aims to frame emerging research topics (Torraco, 2005)
by identifying connections, patterns and potential rela-
tionships among the analysed research areas (Kastanakis
et al., 2022). We coupled the results of this effort with
the theoretical lens of situational meaning-making, which
allowed us to generate new ideas about the links between
the two fields under scrutiny and undertake a “creative
synthesis” (Post et al., 2020). A “creative synthesis” com-
bines perspectives and insights emerging from the extant
research and critically reconceptualizes them to outline
new areas of inquiry and research questions (Elsbach &
van Knippenberg, 2020; Post et al., 2020). As our aim was
to generate new theory, we combined integrative and gen-
erative approaches to enable a new understanding of place
branding and sustainability and create a new framework
that leads to “new ways of thinking about the topic” (Post
et al., 2020: 353).
The research was designed in two phases of a Scopus-

based literature review. Although there are different
databases, we selected one (i.e., Scopus) to avoid dupli-
cation of records (Maseda et al., 2022) while keeping the
range of sources broad thanks to the good inclusivity of
the selected database. Scopus has an overall broader cover-
age than Web of Science (WoS) and includes 99.11% of the
journals indexed in it (Singh et al., 2021); its broader cov-
erage is confirmed in the social sciences field (Mongeon &
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F IGURE 1 Literature review design and methodology.

Paul-Haus, 2016) compared to WoS and the recently estab-
lished databases (Singh et al., 2021). Scopus and WoS have
a similar bias concerning language coverage (Mongeon &
Paul-Haus, 2016), but this was not an issue in this study
focused on the English language tomake the analysis feasi-
ble (thematic clustering of the whole retrieved text corpus
and in-depth qualitative analysis).
Phase 1 (Figure 1a) retrieved journal articles, book chap-

ters and conference papers in English from 1991 (the
earliest year from which relevant results were obtained)
to 6 February, 2023 (date of the database query) to reach
a broad coverage, including emerging research topics and
perspectives not necessarily widely consolidated in the
literature. The search keywords (i.e., keywords included
in the publication’s title, abstract and/or keywords) were
“sustainability” AND “tourism destination” and yielded
831 articles. Information concerning title, year of publi-
cation, author(s) name, journal, keywords and abstract
was downloaded for the analysis. The VOSviewer software
was used for the co-occurrence analysis, which identi-
fied thematic clusters based on bibliographic data (such as
paper titles and abstracts). These clusters resulted from a
software-based statistical elaboration creating links when
two items (terms identified using natural language pro-
cessing algorithms, van Eck & Waltman, 2023) occur
together in the text data. Clusters were labelled by the
researchers based on the clustered terms’ analysis, terms’
occurrence and relevance score (high relevance scores
helped identify more informative terms representing spe-
cific topics in the analysed text data, van Eck & Waltman,
2023) developed by VOSviewer.
A subsequent step of Phase 1 consisted of an in-depth

qualitative literature analysis to deepen knowledge of the

emerging thematic clusters and make their interpretation
more robust (see Table 1). A purposive sub-sample was
built based on the criterion of papers positioning in the
top 20 Scimago journals in Tourism, Leisure and Hospital-
ity Management (N = 117; Appendix 1). This allowed us to
consider all the articles in the full sample that were pub-
lished in the field’s most influential journals according to
this international ranking. The resulting 117 articles were
manually placed in the six clusters based on their titles
and abstracts (Appendix 3) and qualitatively analysed. The
questions guiding this part of the analysis were: (a) what
are the key themes characterizing each cluster? (b) how
and to what extent does the subjective dimension of sus-
tainability emerge in each cluster? (c) have place brand
and branding concepts and frameworks been adopted?
This last question aimed to detect branding-related ideas,
concepts and principles.
Phase 2 retrieved journal articles (English language)

from 1998 (the earliest year from which relevant results
were obtained) to 20 July, 2023 (date of the database
query, by using the following search keywords and string
(i.e., keywords included in the publication’s title, abstract
and/or keywords): ‘place brand*’ OR ‘destination brand*’
OR ‘city brand*’.
Data collection in Phase 2 was not confined to stud-

ies considering sustainability in place branding. The query
mirrors the explorative effort in the place branding lit-
erature to reconsider how this body of knowledge can
contribute to the sustainable destination debate, opening
novel connections and exploiting the untapped potential
of place branding.
The above keywords for the Scopus search were finally

selected after considering three additional keywords:
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regional brand, nation brand and country brand. A pre-
liminary VosViewer-based clustering suggested excluding
these keywords since retrieving studies that are dis-
tant from this study’s scope. ‘Regional brand’ keywords
retrieved 195 articles revealing the dominant focus on geo-
graphical origin and provenance of regional products, their
effect in the market and agricultural productions, lever-
aging regional brands for competitiveness and regional
development. ‘Nation brand’ and ‘country brand’ key-
words (724 retrieved articles) unveiled two main clusters:
the one concerning public diplomacy, the soft power of
national culture, national identity and international rela-
tionships; the other focused on the country-of-origin effect
in consumer markets and export.
Phase 2 query yielded 2091 articles. The collected infor-

mation structure and procedure of analysismirrored Phase
1. For the in-depth qualitative analysis of the literature
(see Table 2), it was not possible to refer to top jour-
nals in a specific area as a sub-sampling criterion, as
place/city/destination branding is a deeply multidisci-
plinary topic and relevant publications are positioned in
very different journals. Two sub-sampling criteria were
adopted: article influence (number of citations) and year
of publication (to include the most recent ideas and
approaches). The sub-sample comprised the one hundred
most cited and the fifty most recent articles (N = 150,
Appendix 2). These 150 articles were manually placed
in the seven clusters based on their titles and abstracts
(Appendix 3). The questions guiding this step of the anal-
ysis were: (a) what are the key themes characterising each
cluster? (b) how and to what extent does sustainability
emerge in each cluster?
Finally, the findings of Phase 1 and Phase 2 were com-

bined through the theoretical lens of situational meaning-
making, which provided a fruitful ground to develop a
new understanding of the links between the two fields.
While clusters were statistically produced by VosViewer
(the researchers interpreted their meanings based on the
statistical output generated by the software and an in-
depth qualitative analysis of the article sub-samples), a
“creative synthesis” based on approaching sustainability
as situationalmeaning-making combined perspectives and
insights framed by the emerging clusters and reconcep-
tualized them to develop the theoretical framework and
research propositions (Elsbach & van Knippenberg, 2020;
Post et al., 2020).
The theoretical framework results from an explana-

tory form of theorising (Cornelissen et al., 2021) aimed
to reveal the mechanisms explaining how place brand-
ing can support sustainable destinations. The reasoning
was a “process theorizing” that explored the links among
the clusters that conceptualized the two research domains
and identified ‘generative mechanisms’ explaining their
relationships (Cornelissen et al., 2021, p. 9).

Of course, this methodological approach has limita-
tions. Thematic clustering statistically creates clusters that
sharply separate concepts andmay obscure potentially rel-
evant links or mix concepts whose connections deserve
additional analytical insights. Future research could adopt
a problematizing review approach (Alvesson & Sandberg,
2020) to analyse the literature, potentially altering clus-
ter boundaries and offering a different perspective on
the existing literature. The adopted review methodology
underlies some epistemological assumptions (Elsbach &
van Knippenberg, 2020), including the existence of a given
body of knowledge to be analysed and the value of the
“representative description” of research domains based
on an inventory of the accumulated knowledge, to guide
future research. Alternative epistemological approaches
may problematize this approach (Alvesson & Sandberg,
2020), leading to different results. However, the adopted
methodology lays the foundations for integrating place
branding and sustainable destination research.

SUSTAINABLE DESTINATION

Sustainable destination is a multidimensional concept
according to the six emerging clusters (Figure 2a). The
recent academic debate on sustainable destinations has
shifted the attention towards resilient communities and
smartness (Figure 2b). While the subjective dimension of
sustainability emerged across the six clusters, place brand
and branding concepts and frameworks did not enter the
debate significantly (Table 1).

Sustainable Destination and Strategic
Management

SD Cluster 1 frames the sustainable destination as a
locally managed system where effective destination man-
agement strategies regulate tourism pressure, maintain
technical efficiency (e.g., energy use), enhance environ-
mental performance and ensure competitiveness, resource
preservation, and quality of life (Mihalic & Kuscer, 2022).
Central to this cluster are the local stakeholders (i.e.,

policymakers, residents and local organisations) whose
perceptions, understanding andparticipation contribute to
defining and sustaining the sustainable destination. A sus-
tainable development path depends upon policymakers’
strategic decisions on resource management, actions and
regulations, as well as local organizations’ and residents’
understanding of sustainability, as these need to assist the
destination strategy implementation. Fostering local stake-
holders’ perceptions of tourism’s contribution to prosperity
and its impact on quality of life influences tourism accep-
tance andunderstanding of its sustainable path. Promoting
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locals’ awareness and social learning is important so that
tools such as sustainability indicators, performance mon-
itoring and impact measurements, can be relevant in the
sustainable destination.

Sustainable Destination as a Resilient
Community

SD Cluster 2 conceptualizes the sustainable destination
as a resilient community of stakeholders (e.g., resi-
dents, policymakers and local organizations) responding
to global societal and environmental challenges, such
as climate change and the pandemic. Resilience implies
adaptive capacity grounded on the destination commu-
nity’s awareness of its vulnerabilities and the need to adopt
“human–environment system” thinking. Opinion forma-
tion, meaning-making and understanding sustainability
challenges transform stakeholders into agents of sustain-
able development, influencing their behaviours (e.g., resi-
dents’ and entrepreneurs’ pro-environmental behaviours,
preparedness to shocks, policymakers’ decision-making
and timing to action).

Sustainable Destination and Tourists’
Behaviours

SDCluster 3 explores the relationship between the sustain-
able destination and responsible tourists, drawing atten-
tion to their perceptions, attitudes to sustainability and
behaviours. It frames the centrality of tourists’ “sustain-
able intelligence” (Lopez-Sanchez & Pulido-Fernàndez,
2016), emotional involvement in determining their civi-
lized behavioural intentions, green purchasing, willing-
ness to pay for sustainability and pro-environment atti-
tudes. Therefore, a sustainable destination is mediated
by the tourist experience and the capacity to catalyse
the activation of tourists’ responsible and conscious atti-
tudes and behaviours. The influence of the destination
image on tourist experiences is discussed in this cluster.
Organizations managing destination brands (e.g., DMOs),
their communication and green marketing actions (e.g.,
eco-labels and environmental advertising) can impact
tourists’ perceptions and understanding of the connec-
tions between local sustainability challenges and their
tourist experiences, promoting a shift from a tourism con-
sumerism to a participative and responsible orientation.

Sustainable Destination and Governance

SD Cluster 4 conceptualizes the sustainable destination
as a local organizational system where governance is
grounded in a coalition among public and private actors

and civil society. Destination management organizations
(DMOs) are pivotal to the sustainable destination, com-
bining the traditional tourism market orientation with
internal system management, including coordination,
stakeholder management and membership steering, place
identity construction and internal marketing (Morgan,
2012; La Lopa & Day, 2011).
Sustainable tourism governance requires the for-

mation of local coalitions steered through stakeholder
engagement, relationship building, and participative and
transparent decision making (Mihalic et al., 2016; Islam
et al., 2018). Stakeholders’ perceptions and understanding
of the local context, the meaning of sustainability in their
lives, community involvement in local decision-making,
and the socio-economic tourism role, foster the formation
of such coalitions. Such perceptions represent the fertile
ground for collective meanings of sustainability and social
learning, essential to sustainable transitions.

Sustainable Destination and Heritage
Management

SD Cluster 5 highlights the role of effective heritage
management in promoting sustainable cultural tourism
destinations. The sustainable destination balances her-
itage preservation, continuity and adaptation (Li et al.,
2022). This cluster underlines that residents’, public and
private decision-makers’ and tourists’ perceptions, feelings
and valuation of local cultural heritage and its preser-
vation are preconditions for significant and responsible
heritage management, which must avoid commodifying
manipulations of history and heritage identity.

Sustainable Destination and Smartness

SD Cluster 6 highlights a growing but still underexplored
research field at the intersection between the smart and
the sustainable destination. Smart destinations are not
inherently sustainable but can contribute to local sustain-
ability by promoting digital innovation and stakeholder
engagement (de Jong et al., 2015; Buhalis et al., 2023).
Studies have focused on how smart technologies (e.g.,

sensors, mobile apps, digital connectivity, big data and
virtual reality) enhance tourist experiences, destination
governance, stakeholders’ collaboration and coordina-
tion, and destination marketing. Limited attention has
been paid to the underlying processes, such as innova-
tion capacity building, knowledge transfer and knowledge
management within destinations.
The subjective dimension of sustainability has emerged

regarding stakeholders’ perceptions, awareness and
engagement. These are fostered by digital accessibil-
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F IGURE 2 Phase 1: (a) Six cluster map and (b) Temporal map. (Size of nodes is proportional to word occurrence.)

ity, facilitating information-sharing, involvement, and
learning. While considerable research has focused on
tourists’ perceptions of smart solutions at the destination,
limited studies have addressed residents’ and tourists’
perceptions of smart city and smart hospitality perfor-
mance and value (Eichelberger et al., 2020; Buhalis
et al., 2023), suggesting a need to enhance awareness of

innovation and change within the sustainable destination.
Perceived risk and aversion to technologies may constrain
information and data sharing among destination stake-
holders, implying the need for destination management
to guarantee data protection and security (Soares et al.,
2022).
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Place Branding

Place branding literature articulates in seven thematic
clusters (Table 2), showing polarization between place
branding and destination branding. However, recent stud-
ies have attempted to intersect them. We introduce the
seven clusters below and then discuss to what extent they
address sustainability issues.

Urban policy, planning and local
development

PB Cluster 1 focuses on city branding as public pol-
icy underpinning local development and regeneration.
This thematic cluster, a long-standing and consolidated
research stream, discusses the strategic role of city
branding in urban transformation and development pro-
cesses through integrating planning instruments and place
image-building (Kavaratzis & Ashworth, 2005; Ashworth,
2009). Critical studies have discussed tensions and con-
flicts inherent in place branding. Locals’ frustration, exclu-
sion, lack of identification and contestations are potential
negative effects of place branding. This is themanifestation
of urban entrepreneurialism, boosting symbolic exclusion,
invisibility of several urban social realities, and urban iso-
morphism that hides significant parts of the urban space
and locals’ urban experiences to catalyse global attention.

Destination branding and consumer
marketing

PB Cluster 2 focuses on consumer marketing concepts
and models in destination branding, drawing attention
to branding actions and stakeholders’ responses. Stud-
ies have analysed cognitive, affective and behavioural
responses, utilizing marketing concepts such as brand
equity, brand personality, brand loyalty and satisfaction.
Destination branding concepts have spilled out into the
place branding domain, transferring brand satisfaction,
brand identification and brand attachment into studies
addressing residents’ place experience (Merrilees et al.,
2009; Zenker et al., 2017; Casais & Poço, 2023).

Interactive multi-stakeholder process

PB Cluster 3 emphasizes the organisational and processual
dimensions of place branding, highlighting stakehold-
ers’ roles in participatory brand identity building. Place
identity is dynamically built as an interactive dialogue
among stakeholders, reframing place branding as a prac-

tice of steering relations based on a sense of place and
brand culture. The cluster reflects a shift towards framing
place branding as amulti-stakeholder, interactive dialogue
among stakeholders and identity negotiations, rather than
a top-down effort (Morgan et al., 2003; Hanna & Rowley,
2011; Kavaratzis & Hatch, 2013).
At its core is the stakeholder orientation, where res-

idents, policymakers, entrepreneurs and tourists are co-
creators of place brandmeanings. Sense of place and sense
of belonging enable emotional engagement, which may
turn stakeholders into brand ambassadors and advocates.
Digital tools and participative communication channels
(e.g., social media) may enhance engagement in place
branding by enabling socialisation and social influence,
interest and positive attitude to participation, transparency
and trust in place branding facilitators.

Digitalization

PB Cluster 4 frames the role of digitalization for place
branding. Two research streams are framed in the cluster:
social media brand communication and smart city brand-
ing. The former focuses on social media as an enabling
factor of interactive, participatory and ‘democratized’ cre-
ation of place meanings. User-generated content fuels
brand storytelling, which also gives voice to diverging and
antagonist views of the place brand.
The second research stream concerns the smart city.

Although still limited, it explores the use of the ‘smart city’
to label smart urban technology deployment. According
to existing studies, the smart city brand is associated with
limited participatory projects where decision-making and
implementation of tech-based projects remain centralized
and top-down (Vijaygopal et al., 2023).

Mega-events and host city branding

PB Cluster 5 discusses mega-events as strategic tools in
place branding, particularly within city branding efforts.
The focus is on the branding potential of sports mega-
events and their role in shaping enduring place images.
However, empirical studies evaluating the event legacy and
the long-term impact of events on destination brand image
remain scarce (Mair et al., 2023).

Identity and brand power

PB Cluster 6 explores place brand power, focusing on
identity as its main driver. Place brands’ soft and sym-
bolic power influences political and cultural-economic
processes. The soft power of nation and city brands
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conceptually links this research domain with the public
diplomacy agenda. The symbolic power of place identity
components (e.g., food, history and culture) is highlighted
by recent studies on firms’ appropriation of place identity
for business value creation, highlighting the value of the
place brand and the cultural-economic motivation to
interact with it (Farrelly &Makkar, 2023; Pasquinelli et al.,
2023).

Brand positioning communication

PB Cluster 7 focuses on brand communication and opera-
tive tools (e.g., logos, slogans, urban artefacts and events)
to convey symbolic value and position the place brand
in the audience’s minds (Pike, 2005; Wu & Coe, 2023).
An early concern regarded the challenges of summariz-
ing the place identity in a defined set of visual symbols,
such as logos and slogans, simultaneously addressingmul-
tiple and diverse stakeholders (e.g., residents and tourists).
More recently, attention has shifted to storytelling, which
is the creation of stories that build mental positioning.
Artefacts in physical and virtual lived space (e.g., buildings
or media content) are integral to storytelling, contributing
to the narrative construction of the place brand. How-
ever, research on the strategic design of storytelling, the
measurement of its effects on brand positioning and its
influence on stakeholders’ behaviours remains limited.

Sustainability across the place branding
clusters

Sustainability is an inconsistently integrated theme within
the place branding literature. The Urban policy, plan-
ning and local development cluster (PB Cluster 1) includes
sustainable urban development in connection with city
branding. The theme is relatively recent in this cluster and
highlights the role of sustainability narratives in urban
governance and place branding impact on sustainable
development outcomes.
In the Destination branding and consumer marketing

cluster (PB Cluster 2), sustainability is marginal but
present through studies on destination eco-labels and
their influence on tourists’ perceptions, identification and
attitude. Some contributions suggest linkages to broader
community engagement with sustainable development.
The Interactive multi-stakeholder process cluster (PB

Cluster 3) frames green city branding and stakeholder
engagement. Risks of local tensions are discussed in this
regard. While sustainability narratives can boost stake-
holder participation, they may also reveal imbalances and
generate dissonance and brand value destruction.

The sustainability theme did not emerge in the other
clusters. The missing connection between sustainability
and digitalization in place branding literature (PB Clus-
ter 4) suggests that the smart and sustainable city debates
in place branding remain distant, outlining a research gap
calling for integrative perspectives.

Towards a theoretical framework of
sustainability-driven place branding

Sustainable destination articulates in six thematic clusters
(i.e., strategic management, resilience, tourist behaviour,
governance, cultural heritage, and smartness), which mir-
ror its multidimensional and subjective essence. By juxta-
posing the SD clusters, two key interconnected patterns
emerged: (a) the stakeholder orientation to sustainable
destinations, acknowledging the centrality of multiple
stakeholders’ behaviours and active contribution; (b) the
importance of stakeholders’ perceptions, understanding
and valuation of sustainability in their lived contexts to
make it meaningful and actionable.
These converge into the concept of sustainability

meaning-making at the core of the sustainable destina-
tion, which turns an ambiguous and multidimensional
notion of sustainability into specific meanings, helping
stakeholders gain interest and orienting their behaviours.
It can be explained as situational meaning-making (Park,
2010), which refers to individuals attributing meaning
to a particular situation or person-environment inter-
action (Zoellner & Maercker, 2006) in a context-based
and dynamic manner. Situational meaning helps inter-
pret sustainability in a situational and contextual way
(within the destination) to make it an actionable con-
cept for stakeholders. Both individual and self-referential
meaning-making (What does sustainability mean to me?)
and collectivemeaning-making, positioning the self as part
of a community (What does it mean tomy community?), are
essential to framing the sustainable destination.
Situational meaning-making explains how meaning

influences individuals’ reactions to the situation (Park &
Kennedy, 2017). Based on situationalmeaning-making the-
ory, globalmeaning refers to general, wide and deep beliefs
and feelings that give an individual a general sense of ori-
entation and direction. In contrast, situational meaning is
an appraised meaning assigned to a particular event or sit-
uation that is encountered and determines the individual’s
reactions after evaluating the event’s implications for one’s
future (Park, 2010).
Sustainability meaning-making explains the causal link

between place branding and sustainable destination.
Leveraging cognitive and emotional drivers of sustain-
ability meaning-making, place branding is a booster and



22 of 33 PASQUINELLI and KAVARATZIS

F IGURE 3 Phase 2: (a) Seven clusters map and (b) Temporal map.

facilitator of sustainability meaning-making. It may help
visualize, experience and crystallize a situational meaning
of sustainability (within the destination’s social, envi-
ronmental, economic and cultural context), individually
understood and collectively shared through the forma-
tion of expectations, until boosting stakeholders’ positive
attitudes and behaviours.
Figure 4 represents the sustainability-driven place

branding framework at the intersection between sus-
tainable destination and place branding clusters, which,
combined through the sustainability-meaning making,
spill out six future research streams providing clear
directions to explore the contribution of place branding

to sustainable destinations. Place branding is reframed as
an approach to sustainability meaning-making, aimed at
impacting sustainable transitions.

Research Stream 1: Local sustainability
brand narratives and strategic destination
management

The first research stream relates to how place branding
can support the strategic management (SD Cluster 1) prac-
tices that are critical to controlling tourism pressure and
ensuring quality of life for local communities (Mihalic
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F IGURE 4 Theoretical framework of sustainability-driven place branding.
Source: the authors.

& Kuscer, 2022). When approached as urban policy (PB
Cluster 1), place branding is an instrument that integrates
policy-making and planning processes, contributing to
placemanagement and local development. By strategically
dealing with identity to boost place brand power (PB Clus-
ter 6) and leveraging events (PB Cluster 5), storytelling
and communication for brand positioning (PB Cluster 7),
place branding creates and circulates local brand narra-
tives. Visual identity and the urban network of artefacts
(PB Cluster 7) materialize local narratives, fostering situ-
ational meaning-making. These processes influence how
sustainability meanings are constructed, contextualising
stakeholders’ interpretation and internalisation of sustain-
ability.
Therefore, future studies under this research stream

should further determine the symbolic power of local
sustainability narratives and their efficacy in fostering
stakeholders’meaning-making at the intersection between
tourism and sustainable local development. This includes
how and to what extent place branding can boost sustain-
ability meaning-making through leveraging local brand
narratives that aim at making local stakeholders (e.g.,
residents, business managers, policy-makers) understand,
learn and emotionally connect with tourism and its
impacts in the context of the destination. For instance,
place branding can tap into local narratives that highlight
concrete sustainability challenges (such as overtourism,
water scarcity, waste management or gentrification) and

contribute to a shared sense of urgency and agency among
stakeholders.
Research is also needed to critically explore the con-

straints to local brand narratives’ emergence and influence
on sustainability meaning-making. Empirical studies are
needed to understand how and to what extent local sus-
tainability narrativesmay avoid symbolic exclusion. Atten-
tion should also be drawn to the potential of sustainability-
driven place branding to extend visibility and symbolic
inclusion to stakeholders that are protagonists of local
imbalances and disparities, critically reflecting on brand
implications. Local imbalances, disparities and conflicts
challenge the credibility of sustainability-driven branding
initiatives, inducing stakeholders’ perceptions of green-
washing and rejection. For the same reasons, investigating
the conditions that lock in destinations in a ‘hushing’
approach to sustainable development is relevant to further
shed light on the viability of the relationship between place
branding and sustainability meaning-making.

Research Stream 2: Branding place
vulnerabilities and resilient destination
communities

The second research stream lies at the intersection of
place branding with the resilient destination. It explores
how place branding can support stakeholder engagement,
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shared identity, preparedness and adaptive capacity in
response to global challenges (SD Cluster 2) that are fun-
damental to the resilient destination. Resilience relies on
the engagement of multiple stakeholders (e.g., residents,
policymakers, entrepreneurs and tourists) who collec-
tively construct a shared understanding of sustainability
challenges and responses. Place branding can support
resilient communities by shaping collective meaning-
making through engagement and identity building. Place
branding, as an interactive multi-stakeholder process rely-
ing on participatory and interactive stakeholder engage-
ment (PB Cluster 3), contributes to meaning-making
by providing a framework through which communities
articulate and reinforce their identity as resilient and
sustainable destinations.
Consumer marketing models and concepts (PB Cluster

2) such as brand personality, attachment and identifica-
tion with vulnerable places and adaptive communities
can boost stakeholders’ understanding and contribute to
explaining the impact of place branding on stakeholders’
meaning-making, willingness to engage with sustainable
development, sustainable behaviours, and preparedness
to face sustainability challenges. Digital tools (PB Clus-
ter 4) enable stakeholder participation in sustainability
branding, fostering the necessary transparency and trust.
Research in this stream can explore further place brand-

ing in relation to its impact on local stakeholders’ capacity
to visualize and frame their destination, the global chal-
lenges and the specific place vulnerabilities, evaluating
them under the local circumstances. A more detailed
investigation is needed focusing on collective meaning
making as a moment for community building and sense
of belonging, which are critical to the resilient destina-
tion. This investigation includes the potential of place
branding to boost awareness and knowledge of place
vulnerabilities and their meaning for the individual stake-
holders and the local community as a whole. Research
can investigate in more detail the mobilization of brand-
ing mechanisms including identity building, emotional
bonding, place identification and attachment, and how
they impact on sustainability-meaningmaking. It is impor-
tant to shed more light on brand storytelling around place
fragility and the extent to which branding can represent
this not as a limitation but as a moment of community
pride, engagement and sense of belonging.
Therefore, future research should investigate the

interactive modalities in which circulating images of
place vulnerabilities and narratives of adaptivity can
boost meaning-making. Critical scholarship needs to
gain insight into the realistic opportunity to brand place
vulnerabilities since place and destination branding tend
to produce positive images of successful and attractive
places. Relatedly, how vulnerable place images impact

stakeholders and how they affect brand identification and
attachment need to be further studied and measured.

Research Stream 3: Sustainable place brand
and responsible tourists

The third research stream addresses the potential of
place branding to effectively boost tourists’ responsible
behaviours and influence tourists’ perceptions and atti-
tudes towards sustainability. This frames the inquiry on
the potential of soft power and symbolic values mobilized
by the place brand to triggermeaning-making and sustain-
ability as situational meaning, helping tourists understand
and feel the connections between sustainability challenges
and their travel experiences in the specific context of the
destination.
Sustainable destinations nurture responsible tourist

behaviours (SD Cluster 3), and communication strategies,
marketing initiatives, and destination branding efforts can
significantly influence tourists’ perceptions, attitudes to
sustainability and behaviours (Chin et al., 2018; Seyfi
et al., 2023). Consumer marketing principles and mod-
els (PB Cluster 2) affects tourists’ cognitive, affective, and
conative responses to a place context. Brand equity and
loyalty may be built to trigger environmentally conscious
behaviours. The destination brand can induce recogni-
tion and understanding of global sustainability issues and
societal challenges, explaining these within the local con-
text and, therefore, facilitating situational sustainability
meaning-making. Place identity (e.g., symbolic values usu-
ally exploited by tourism products and experiences such
as arts and food) and the soft power of place brands (PB
Cluster 6) can foster tourists’ citizenship of a destination.
Therefore, this research stream includes questions con-

cerning the opportunity to steer a sense of responsibility
and citizenship of tourists towards the destination and
its local community, driving awareness of the connection
between their travel experience and sustainability chal-
lenges, conscientious behaviours and promoting a shift
in the tourist mindset from consumption to participation
(e.g., acceptance of limits to tourist experiences, avoid-
ing visiting tourist hotspots in seasonal peaks, willingness
to pay a fair price or higher prices for services with a
guaranteed positive social and environmental impact).
Future research is needed to deepen insight into how

place branding can boost tourists’ meaning-making about
local environmental and social issues and what prac-
tices and techniques may achieve this result towards
enhancing human-to-environment and human-to-human
attitudes. Scholars should provide empirical evidence and
refined conceptualisations to frame the concrete potential
of sustainability-driven place branding to unleash the soft
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power of the place brand, fostering sustainability mean-
ings. Furthermore, the connection between place branding
and tourists’ sense of citizenship, mediated by sustain-
ability meaning-making, should be the object of future
research. Attention can be drawn to the time frame for
involving tourists in citizenship building since the desti-
nation pre-experience, to the measurement of the impacts,
including the opportunity to create new tourist markets.

Research Stream 4: Sustainable coalition
branding

This research stream relates to the internal impact of place
branding on the destination and brings together place
branding research that helps destinations shift attention
to a coalition of local stakeholders collectively moving
towards sustainability and tourism governance arrange-
ments. The focus is on the capacity of place branding to
shape a collectively shared meaning of sustainability that
serves as the foundation for local stakeholder coalitions
committed to sustainable development.
Sustainable destination building and management

requires tourism governance arrangements (SD Cluster
4) relying on multi-stakeholder collaboration, adaptive
decision-making, and participatory engagement (Mihalic
et al., 2016). Stakeholders’ perceptions of sustainability
and how they perceive their role in tourism development
influence these governance processes. Place branding as
an interactive and participatory process (PB Cluster 3)
can reshape these perceptions and reinforce the collective
understanding of sustainability, pushing local stakehold-
ers to build a local coalition toward sustainability goals.
DMOs, which play a central role in sustainable destination
governance, can leverage place branding as a participa-
tory platform to facilitate dialogue among residents,
businesses, and policymakers, steer social learning and
foster cooperation. Brand positioning communication (PB
Cluster 7) and operative branding levers, such as events,
logos, slogans and other visual identity devices, can help
DMOs mediate and steer the community’s understanding
of sustainability. DMOs can use place branding to frame
digital media strategies (PB Cluster 4) attempting to
orchestrate brand co-creative mechanisms (PB Cluster 3),
which support collective meaning-making.
Therefore, research in this stream needs to focus more

on the potential of place branding as a stakeholder man-
agement tool for DMOs to be used internally, in addition
to its impact on tourism markets. The potential of place
branding to steer interactions and a co-creative dialogue
within the context of the destination can be investi-
gated, with particular attention to the emergence of local
stakeholders’ understanding of sustainability and their
individual roles in the destination.

Future research needs to address and explore themutual
support between DMOs and place branding. An impor-
tant aim would be to research how effectively and to what
extent brand positioning communication, digital branding
strategies, and events can legitimize over time the DMOs
as facilitators of sustainability meaning-making. It is also
important to study how place brandingmight activate pro-
cesses that help stakeholders recognize the reciprocal gains
and burdens from tourism and build alliances based on
shared values, identity, and long-term goals.

Research Stream 5: Branding local living
heritage for sustainability

The fifth stream connects place branding to destination
heritage management. It focuses on combining local her-
itage with place branding to foster sustainability meaning-
making. In this stream, attention is drawn to how place
branding can enhance the sustainability meaning making
role of heritage, being a distinctive repository of identity
narratives that link past, present and future and give depth
and authenticity to the place brand.
Sustainable destination communities manage their her-

itage to preserve it and maintain its significance to future
generations (SD Cluster 5). In this context, place brand-
ing can be a mediating tool between heritage preservation
and cultural consumption by fostering sharedmeanings of
sustainability. Heritage management and place branding
integration may avoid identity distortions, which jeopar-
dize cultural heritage and boost unsustainable tourism
trajectories (Wong, 2013).
The relationship between local heritage and place

brands is twofold. On the one hand, heritage can be
entangled in the place brand, contributing to the mecha-
nisms of situational meaning-making towards responsible
behaviours. Applying consumer marketing concepts (PB
Cluster 2), such as brand personality, helps shape tourists’
and residents’ heritage perceptions and understanding,
influencing a responsible attitude. On the other hand,
place branding can contribute to maintaining local her-
itage alive and evolving through building narratives and
symbolic representations. A multi-stakeholder approach
aiming for active community involvement in defining the
place brand identity (PB Cluster 3) can enhance stake-
holders’ understanding of the collective value of heritage
towards sustainability meaning-making and a sense of
belonging. Digitalization processes and digital branding
strategies can be significant (PB Cluster 4) in integrating
place branding and heritage management.
Research can examine in more detail the impacts of

sustainability meaning-making enhanced by place brand-
ing on local heritage preservation (e.g., tangible heritage,
rituals, languages, crafts). The role of place branding
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in projecting local heritage onto the future and help-
ing stakeholders to link sustainable development with
the maintenance of heritage significance for future gen-
erations, instead of considering it a static or nostalgic
reference, is an important research topic. Research should
also examine how social media storytelling can foster
social mechanisms (Lund et al., 2018) of symbolic engage-
ment with place heritage and its re-interpretation, not
only by institutions but also citizens and tourists. Negative
impacts and pitfalls from leveraging local heritage in place
branding should be also explored for the risks of an over-
exposure and excessive exploitation that may derive from
place branding practices. Further knowledge is needed
about the capacity of the place brand to foster a relation-
ship between heritage and local stakeholders (including
businesses, public authorities, residents and tourists) and,
through this, keep local heritage alive without neglecting
risks and the implications of heritage manipulation and
selective representations that branding may bring about.
For instance, in the case of destination heritage that is
physically at risk due to climate change (e.g., heritage sites
sinking), under war threats, or because of its overuse in
overtouristified areas, branding local heritage may sym-
bolically keep local heritage alive and create clear-cut and
easily visualized sustainability meanings.

Research Stream 6: Smart place branding
dynamics and the sustainable destination

The final research stream lies at the intersection of place
branding and the smart destination, acknowledging the
contribution of the smart destination to sustainable devel-
opment. The focus is on the influence of place branding in
providing an opportunity for co-creating meaning around
smart technologies (e.g., sensors, mobile apps, AI-driven
data systems and virtual reality) as part of stakehold-
ers’ daily lives and experiences in the context of the
destination’s sustainability.
Links and synergies between smartness and sustain-

ability (SD Cluster 6) are acknowledged as an important
dimension of the sustainable destination, although their
conceptual and practical integration remains underex-
plored (de Jong et al., 2015; Buhalis et al., 2023). Place
branding can influence stakeholders’ interpretation and
interaction with smart technologies and trigger situational
meaning-making around change and innovation, which
are fundamental to sustainable transitions. The smart city
branding debate (PBCluster 4), connectingwith consumer
marketing research (PB Cluster 2), can clarify the instru-
mental role of digital connectivity, the use of sensors, big
data (Ivars-Baidal et al., 2021), AI and cutting-edge tech-
nologies to enhance human experiences. Place brands’
soft power and identity components (PB Cluster 6) and

branding as an interactive multi-stakeholder process (PB
Cluster 3) can support destination innovation dynamics
such as knowledge sharing and transfer within smart and
sustainable destinations.
The potential of place branding to boost smart technol-

ogy usage and acceptance in favour of a more sustainable
development and collective wellbeing should be further
explored. Future research may explore the influence of
place branding on the engagement and satisfaction with
smart technologies for improving the coexistence between
residents and tourists; its potential to promote the exploita-
tion of virtual reality experiences to evaluate alternative
visit modalities or replace physical visits to fragile or
overcrowded areas. This research extends to the explo-
ration of place branding potential to promote sustainability
meanings that integrate innovation and change, boosting
positive attitude towards these and orienting behaviours
towards sustainable transitions. This positive view should
be complemented by an inquiry into the possibility that the
capacity of place branding to steermeaning-making is neg-
atively affected by stakeholders’ technology distrust and
aversion (Soares et al., 2022), undermining sustainability
meaning-making.

CONCLUSIONS

This study makes four significant contributions. The first
contribution is that reviewing and mapping the two lit-
erature domains (i.e., place branding and sustainable
destinations) filled two significant research gaps. First,
the lack of engagement with sustainability in the place
branding literature, which is a crucial oversight and a sig-
nificant area for further research. Secondly, the weakness
of the sustainable destination literature that it does not dis-
cuss the role of place branding. Place branding concepts
and frameworks have only marginally entered the sustain-
able destination debate despite the widespread emphasis
on the subjective dimension of sustainability, which is an
area where place branding can exert significant influence.
This represents a missed opportunity, as tools like place
branding have a significant role in developing and redirect-
ing perceptions and subjective meanings. In other words,
perceptions and meaning-making about sustainability are
important and research addressing them in the frame
of place branding would assist destinations in pursuing
sustainable development.
The second contribution is that the study has reframed

the relationship between place branding and sustainabil-
ity by detailing the modality in which place branding can
assist sustainable transitions. This is done by introducing
the situational meaning-making nature of sustainability,
helping make sustainability actionable and setting the
foundations for a stronger contribution of place branding
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towards the sustainable transition of places. Approach-
ing sustainability as a situational meaning-making process
(along with emphasizing its subjective/perceptual dimen-
sion) allows us to develop a novel theoretical framework
at the intersection of place branding and sustainability,
which, on the one hand, sets sustainability as an aim
and guiding principle of place branding and, on the other
hand, sets place branding as a potent tool for achieving
sustainability. This not only helps make sustainability an
actionable concept at the local level but also shows how to
maximize the contribution of place branding in the local
context and guide locally-specific practices. Put simply,
this study argues that sustainability should be treated as a
localized, context-based, situational notion acquiring dif-
ferent meanings for different stakeholders and that place
branding can tap into this situational meaning-making to
move behaviours towards sustainability.
This leads to the third significant contribution, which

is the introduction of sustainability-driven place brand-
ing as a way forward for the place branding discipline
towards more sustainable futures in both theory and
practice. Introducing sustainability-driven place branding
has two important implications that advance the place
branding discipline. First, it supports the incorporation
of sustainability concerns into place branding, expand-
ing outward-looking destination marketing perspectives
towards internal branding approaches that put local com-
munities at the centre stage in the frame of sustainable
development. Secondly, introducing sustainability-driven
place branding helps alleviate the long-standing and sharp
distinction between the place brand and the destination
brand. As noted in the Introduction, this distinction con-
trasts with the necessity for integration when tourism
destination management pursues local sustainable devel-
opment. Place branding integration with destination man-
agement and marketing inquiry follows the increasing
acknowledgement of the need to conceive tourism as func-
tionally and symbolically integrated with different indus-
tries and socio-economic domains co-existing in the local
system and push towards a more balanced development
(Bellini et al., 2017).
The fourth contribution of this study is the cross-

fertilization of research in the two fields and the develop-
ment of a theoretical framework and six research streams
as areas for future research. This study generates a novel
research agenda on sustainability-driven place branding,
which represents a significant step forward in ensuring a
stronger contribution to the transition of local destinations
towards more sustainable paths.
The proposed research streams pave the way to fur-

ther theoretical and empirical explorations. Knowledge of
these links, their strengths, the conditions for place brand-
ing to influence sustainability meaning-making (e.g., his-
tory, social capital, tourism destination lifecycle, tourism

impacts and resource deterioration), pitfalls, limitations
and risks is needed.
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