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Abstract. The development of new and/or alternative tourism models has been
an important practice towards effective and sustainable tourism management.
Their aim is to ensure that tourism development is achieved through the lens of
integration, responsibility and sustainability. The production of such models usu-
ally lacks the incorporation of place branding perspectives. Place branding strat-
egies can act as important promotion actions of a tourism product, which is de-
signed as a place-based strategy. In this context, this paper seeks to identify the
parameters through which an integrated model could be transformed into a place
branding strategy or incorporate place branding perspectives in order to promote
the model itself as well as the destination as a whole. In order to do so, this paper
builds upon the experience on tourism models developed under the Sustainable
Tourism Community (STC) of projects of Interreg Med Programme. The method
to serve the aim of the paper is dedicated interviews addressed to representatives
of the STC, who have a good knowledge of their project activities and are experts
in the field of tourism. The findings reveal that building a place branding strategy
connected to the tourism models could be a valuable asset towards the sustainable
development of tourist destinations. Although the development of tourism mod-
els share similar principles with place branding strategies, the key challenge is to
align their focus since branding strategies are more place-based approaches with
emphasis on the destination, while tourism models have a wider context with
emphasis on the tourism type.
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1 Introduction

The development of new and/or alternative tourism models is an important practice
towards effective and sustainable tourism management. These models can take the form
of integrated products, action plans, methodologies, packages etc. Their aim is to ensure
that tourism development is achieved through the lens of integration, responsibility and
sustainability taking into account social, economic and environmental specificities of
tourism destinations and addressing the legal and policy framework behind them. Alt-
hough the production of such models includes the design of measures, actions and di-
rections towards their implementation, they usually lack the incorporation of place
branding perspectives. They include soft and horizontal promotion actions, usually, not
in full connection with the destinations they focus on and designed independently from
other branding and/or promotion experiences of the same destination. Place branding
strategies could fill in this gap by acting as promotion actions for tourism models which
are designed in a place-based context. Tourism branding in particular is of special in-
terest, given the complexity of developing unique tourist experiences and understand-
ing the tourist decisional process [1][12].

In this context, this paper seeks to identify the parameters through which an inte-
grated tourism model could be transformed into a place branding strategy or incorporate
place branding perspectives in order to promote the model itself as well as the destina-
tion as a whole. The paper builds upon the experience of tourism models developed
under the Sustainable Tourism Community (STC) of projects of Interreg Med Pro-
gramme. The STC aimed at enhancing sustainable and responsible development of
coastal and maritime tourism in the Mediterranean area. Through the 2014-2020 pro-
gramming period the STC produced a series of models at a coastal destination level
related to fishing areas, ecotouristic places, ports, underwater cultural heritage sites,
mountain areas, cities and small towns etc. Five of them are selected for the purposes
of this paper which were tested in various coastal destinations of the Mediterranean.

2 Methodological Framework

The method to serve the aim of the paper is dedicated interviews addressed to repre-
sentatives of the STC, who have a good knowledge of their project activities and are
experts in the field of tourism. The purpose is to challenge the respondents to comment
on how they see the tourism models produced by their projects as potential starting
points for developing place branding strategies incorporating the knowledge gained
from their activities. The questions were addressed to five tourism experts - all active
members of the STC Community - from different institutions across the Mediterranean
(located in Italy, France, Greece and Spain) and was conducted in July 2023. The ob-
jective was to match the STC models with the most acknowledged place branding com-
ponents identified through literature. The matching was achieved by designing a set of
questions that each one of them challenged the respondents to assess each branding
component chosen by this paper (chapter 2.2). The respondents had the opportunity to
either openly discuss the characteristics of each component according to their model,



or assess their models’ performance on a scale from 1 to 10. The collection of their
responses was then elaborated by the authors and grouped under 3 categories of inte-
gration between the model and the component (low, medium, high). The outcome is an
evaluation matrix that provides an assessment of whether the STC models cover place
branding components and could be transformed into place branding strategies. The re-
spondents had the opportunity to comment and provide feedback on each model taking
into account the nine components described below. A purposive sampling method was
applied which consisted of five experts (one for each model). The aim of the sampling
method was to obtain a sample that represented the perceptions of experts with deep
knowledge of tourism issues due to their involvement in the STC projects [15][17].

2.1  The STC Tourism Models

For the purposes of this paper, five tourism models were selected. The criteria behind
their selection are the existence of a strategy and the development of a concrete tourism
model. The models are described below:

An all Year Round Tourism Model: Mediterranean destinations are often depend-
ent on the 3S tourism model (Sea-Sun-Sand). Seasonality is a major challenge both for
overvisited areas and for unexploited destinations with important tourism potential.
WINTERMED project addresses these issues by promoting alternative and sustainable
all-year round use of tourism in Mediterranean island destinations.

Emblematic Mountains of Slow Tourism: Tourism destinations do not only en-
compass the coastal strip, in direct contact with the sea, but also include the hinterland.
EMbleMatiC project aimed at creating and promoting an alternative form of tourism
offer, one that is reflected through “emblematic” mountain areas. These are well-known
mountains, consolidated tourism destinations close to the Mediterranean coast. The pro-
ject’s approach was to define the “EMbleMatiC dimension” and create an umbrella
brand for its network of mountains.

Ecotourism for Protected Areas: Part of the tourism demand is the authentication
of local culture, the close encounter with important natural assets and biodiversity. Un-
der this notion, DestiMED and DESTIMED PLUS, created and promoted the Local
Ecotourism Cluster (LEC). LECs aim at creating sustainable and competitive ecotour-
ism products in protected areas and are supported and promoted under the Mediterra-
nean Experience of Ecotourism (MEET) brand, a network for managing commercially
viable and conservation-focused ecotourism products.

Sustainable and Quality Tourism in Small Towns: Local and small scale areas
often face the challenge of decline of the tourism sector due to lack of planning and
promoting themselves as tourism destinations. SuSTowns project addressed this
challenge by developing tools for the planning and management of tourism. It proposed
a local-based model, which used the Total Quality Management (TQM) approach to
build action plans for small Mediterranean towns.

A Fishing Tourism Business Model: Tourism can be an opportunity for small fish-
ing communities to strengthen their local economy, maintain their traditional identity
and preserve the marine environment by creating unique touristic experiences for visi-
tors. To this end, a FishingTourism business model was developed by TOURISMED



project with the aim to design, manage and implement experiential tourism activities

[8].
2.2 The Branding Elements

existing literature on the most acknowledged place branding management components
highlights nine essential elements and their interactions for the successful implementa-
tion of a place branding strategy [7]. In this vein, the questions addressed to the STC
tourism experts was based on the following elements:

Brand Evaluation: The techniques used to acquire feedback on a brand's experience
and image are referred to as brand evaluation. To guarantee that brand infrastructure
meets and exceeds expectations, strong coordination with stakeholders is required [7].
Evaluation of place brand equity reveals which brand equity components may support
a particular place's brand and what possible relationships may exist between these fac-
tors [16].

Stakeholder Engagement: "Stakeholder engagement” describes the techniques
used to identify stakeholders, their interests, and the management of their interactions
[5]. Recognizing contemporary long-term place branding strategies based on commu-
nity involvement requires a stakeholder-oriented approach to place branding as well as
the adoption of a participatory methodology [11][13].

Brand Infrastructure: The existence, accessibility and sufficiency of a brand's
functional and experiential features are referred to as brand infrastructure (regeneration)
[2][6].

Brand Identity: Brand identity is among the most important elements in branding
is since it establishes how stakeholders wish the location to be perceived [6]. It is ex-
pressed through a variety of key elements such as the physical characteristics of a loca-
tion and its functional and experiential qualities [14].

Brand Architecture: Brand architecture contributes to achieving synergies, avoid-
ing internal competition while creating a strong profile [3][4]. Brand architecture is
defined as “the relationship between the city’s various internal locations, entities, and
experiences within its boundaries” [2].

Brand Articulation: Brand articulation is the link between brand identity and brand
communication, taking into account the brand architecture [6]. It is defined as ‘the
brand’s visual and verbal identity expressed through the brand name, logo, color, pal-
ettes and photographs’ [2].

Brand Communication: Brand communication refers to ‘the promotional mix used
to communicate the brand’ [2]. 1t builds upon and is closely tied with brand articulation
and it has a direct impact on perceptions and the reality of the brand experience [6].

Word of Mouth (WOM): WOM is the informal exchange of information among
"consumers" of the brand experience [6]. Word-of-mouth communication is "the ex-
change of comments, thoughts, or ideas between two or more customers, none of which
is a source of marketing" [9]. WOM is recognized as a crucial channel for disseminating
opinions about intangible tourist attractions, which has a significant impact on the pop-
ularity of travel destinations [10].



Brand Experience: Brand experience refers to the way a consumer interacts with a
brand and how that interaction affects their perceptions. A destination brand experience
occurs when a person visits a place with a well-known brand and then receives enjoy-
able experiences from that visit [7][12]. Positive brand experiences promote repeat vis-
its to the same place and spread favorable word of mouth about it [18].

3 Results and Discussion: From a Tourism Model to a Place
Branding Strategy

The outcome of the methodological framework was the creation of an evaluation matrix
that integrates the results of the interviews assessing the STC tourism models in the
context of the identified place branding components necessary for transforming tourism
models into place branding strategies. Based on the respondents’ answers, each model
was assigned a qualitative rating (low, medium, high) for each of the nine branding
elements based on the integration of each element in the models’ strategy. The inte-
grated results are shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Evaluation matrix (own elaboration)

Place branding components
Tangible &
Stakeholder | intangible Brand Brand Brand Brand Word of | Brand Brand
STC model engagement | infrastracture | identity | architecture | articulation [communications| mouth | experience | evaluation

Ecotourism
model ° [ ([ ] (] [ (] . ° (]
Slow tourism
model ([ ] (] ([ (] [ (] (] [ .
Tourism model ° P ® ° ° ° . ° .
for small towns
Fishing tourism
model (] (] ([ . [ (] ([ [ .
Tourism for
insular areas e ® e * ® e * * ®

*Low @ Medium @ High

Taking into account stakeholder engagement, all models seem to have foreseen en-
gagement actions in order for the model to be accepted and implemented in the Medi-
terranean territories. The experts were asked not only about the type of the stakeholders
and the level of their engagement for the successful implementation of the model but
also about their role in the implementation and the engagement actions that took place
to support it. Most actions included intensive activities such as the organization of
workshops, local focus groups, training, establishment of consortia, committees and
associations, awareness campaigns etc.

Regarding the infrastructure (tangible or intangible) for the promotion of the tourism
models (e.g. equipment and facilities related to the built environment and entertainment
and cultural services) all models score between medium and high. This means that all
models managed to identify the elements of the built and natural environment that com-
pose the appropriate conditions for the promotion of the tourism model. Of course, each
model is related to different types of infrastructure, depending on the type of tourism it



focuses on. For example, ecotourism clusters call for online platforms and training,
fishing tourism is highly dependent on the fishing equipment (e.g. condition of vessels)
and its related services (cultural and entertainment services) while slow mountain tour-
ism needs include signing, interpretation panels, equipment in huts/public buildings,
picnic areas etc.

What is interesting is that almost all tourism models have a very well defined identity
behind them as well as the actions to promote it. It seems that the identity of the desti-
nation played an integral role for building the STC tourism models and proves the ob-
vious relationship between the destination’s elements that form its identity and the tour-
ism potential that is identified by the destination.

In terms of brand communication, all models worked significantly towards the pro-
motion of tourism experience inside the pilot destinations and to similar territories shar-
ing a common identity. More specifically, the models included communication strate-
gies, promotional packages, social media campaigns and international media outlets,
online platforms etc.

The same goes for the brand articulation of the models (medium and high scores)
regarding the expression of the brand through audio and visual elements. All models
invested in the design of logos, slogans, leaflets, posters, story-telling videos etc. for
the promotion of the tourism experience. This shows a deep understanding of the need
for consistent and well targeted messages to the selected target groups. On the contrary,
very few was accomplished in linking the brand of the models to other place-based
distinctive brands and activities. This is attributed to the implementation framework of
the models which were developed and tested under the umbrella of Interreg MED and
therefore limited to specific activities.

Brand experience is of particular interest to the analysis given that it is the compo-
nent in which the end-users engage with the brand and formulate their own perceptions.
As can be seen from the matrix, the models’ scores range from medium to high depend-
ing on the actions taken to support the interaction between the brand and the end-users.
These actions included Local Action Plans, mobile applications, familiarization visits,
interpretation facilities, local guidance services, free trials etc.

On the other hand, the matrix shows high fluctuation among the Word of Mouth
scores of the models. Informal communication between consumers of the brand expe-
rience is very hard to accomplish within the limits of a project. However, some projects
managed to score highly on the board as in the case of the Fishingtourism model. Fish-
ermen acted as storytellers of the communities passing on not only the tourism experi-
ence but the local traditions and culture of the place.

Finally, regarding the actions taken to assess the models, gather feedback and mon-
itor the experience, the models scored medium rating on average. The models included
either quantifiable or qualitative methods to measure and monitor the brand experience.
These methods varied from indicator sets to laboratories and associations acting as net-
works for monitoring the quality of the experience and identifying potential barriers.

All in all, the experts were all highly in favor of building a place branding strategy
to promote the model, regardless of how familiar they are with such strategies. They
highlighted how useful — if not required - it could be to build a place branding strategy
that is aligned with the tourism model that is being promoted and integrates the local



community. It is worth noting that the foundations have already been set by the models
by incorporating several branding components in their design and actions.
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Fig. 1. Experts’ assessment on the utility of building a place branding strategy connected to
the tourism models (own elaboration)

4 Conclusions

This paper has attempted to bring to the forefront the integration between tourism mod-
els and branding strategies in order to support sustainable tourism development by giv-
ing emphasis not only to the type of tourism potential but also to the destination. In this
context, place branding strategies and tourism models have been at the core of this
analysis that aimed to identify the parameters through which an integrated tourism
model could incorporate place branding perspectives and be transformed into a place
branding strategy. In order to do so, the paper has chosen, on the one hand, a community
of tourism models and, on the other hand, a set of place branding components, high-
lighted in recent literature. The findings of the paper reveal that the development of
tourism models share similar principles with place branding strategies, such as the iden-
tification of the destination’s particularities and competitive advantages, the definition
of the stakeholders responsible for effective and sustainable tourism development and
the promotion of effective governance at different levels.

The findings also highlighted the strengths and weaknesses of the tourism models in
terms of incorporating branding elements. Among the strongest elements of the models
are stakeholder engagement, brand identity, brand articulation and brand communica-
tions. On the other hand, brand architecture and word of mouth were not easy to incor-
porate within the models’ context. Finally, the models managed to take significant steps
towards building the appropriate tangible and intangible infrastructure for the imple-
mentation of the model, engaging the end-users with the brand and evaluating the brand
experience. The experts clearly highlighted that building a place branding strategy con-
nected to the tourism models could be a valuable asset towards the sustainable devel-
opment of tourist destinations. The key challenge is to align their focus since branding
strategies are more place-based approaches with emphasis on the destination, while
tourism models have a wider context with emphasis on the tourism type. This alignment



could assist tourism stakeholders in better understanding the identity of a destination in
order to build and offer an integrated model and experience.
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