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Abstract: A focus on continued year-on-year economic growth was beginning to be seen as unsus-
tainable even before the COVID-19 crisis forced many tourism destinations to rethink their marketing
and branding. This paper adopts a critical marketing stance to explore the relationship between
place branding and two recent extreme conditions affecting the tourism industry: overtourism, as
exemplified when the issue became headline news in popular media from the summer of 2017, as
many examples were offered of places struggling to cope with their success; and the COVID-19 crisis
that effectively brought global tourism to a standstill in 2020, as the industry attempts to rebuild from
this current unprecedented crisis. This article is not designed to suggest normative place-branding
strategies. Rather, through the presentation of an original model that conceptualizes the cyclical
process of rebuilding from crises and coping with success, it aims to provide a warning that whatever
place-branding strategies are implemented in a post-pandemic world, for whatever type of tourism,
in whatever type of destination, a rein must be employed in order that the drive for recovery from
undertourism through successful place branding does not lead to the return of overtourism.

Keywords: COVID-19; crisis; undertourism; overtourism; tourismphobia; sustainability; destina-
tion branding

1. Introduction

Within only three years, both the study and practice of place branding have shifted
dramatically from a focus on coping with success to focusing on how to rebuild from
crisis [1]. Many places around the world were attracting ever-increasing and unsustainable
numbers of tourists, so much so that the popular media were replete with examples of
2017’s summer of overtourism [2]. By 2020, this situation had reversed drastically, with
many popular destinations having to cope with little or no tourism, as the world all but
ground to a standstill due to travel bans and restrictions brought about by the COVID-19
pandemic [3]. On one hand, this has led to certain calls to pause for thought and to consider
what the tourism industry could, and even possibly should, look like in what is being
termed the new normal [4]. On the other hand, the devastating economic impact of the
pandemic has led to many places focusing on rebuilding tourism in order to get back to
business as usual as quickly as possible [1].

Following a presentation of the critical marketing approach that underpins this work,
the article first attempts to appropriately locate place branding within the practice of place
marketing, considering the various approaches to the relationship between place marketing
and place branding evident in the extant literature. This results in an original contribution
to the literature in the form of a graphical representation of the five varying perspectives
found in the extant literature (Figure 1). This is important in order to understand the
rationale behind the role and purpose of place branding, and its relationship to other
place-marketing and place-management initiatives. The paper then goes on to critique the
way place branding is often used to achieve economic growth, especially through tourism
development. Due to the criticisms of the practice and outcomes of place branding, the
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article also considers how it could be enacted in a more sustainable way, and in particular
focuses on the concept of participatory place branding and stakeholder engagement. The
media reporting of the summer of overtourism evidenced how strongly particularly res-
ident stakeholders reacted to overtourism [2]. The COVID-19 pandemic affected global
tourism very badly during 2020, and various different types of tourism destinations around
the world are turning to place branding to recover from the problem of undertourism. The
paper therefore explores the notion that, in doing so, some places could end up in a cycle
of overtourism, to undertourism, and then back again.
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In this context, the aim of this paper is to provide a better understanding of the
relationship between place branding and these two extremes—coping with the success
that can lead to overtourism, and rebuilding from crises that can result in undertourism.
In doing so, this article will also explore the key influences that impact on these issues,
and the consequences they have. The result is the presentation of an original model
that conceptualizes the cyclical process of rebuilding from crisis and coping with success
(Figure 2). While in the context of this paper, the crisis in question is the recent COVID-19
pandemic, the model may be considered relevant to any tourism destination attempting to
recover from any crisis through the use of place-branding strategies.

The rationale, and thus the timely and necessary consideration of the issues this paper
covers, is the recognition that while COVID-19 may well have “spectacularly ‘solved’”
the problem of overtourism “overnight . . . it will come back, and places need to be more
prepared than they have been in the past” [1] (p. 63).

This article therefore concludes that when it comes to the point that a place needs to
rethink its branding strategy, whether in response to stakeholder pressure, or in response to
a crisis or disaster, it should do so within a wider place-marketing and place-management
context, as graphically represented by Figure 1, as this is likely to lead to the place adopting
more sustainable and resilient branding strategies for the future, and not lead to cycles of
either overtourism or undertourism, as graphically represented by Figure 2.
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2. Methodological Issues

Since the concept of marketing was deemed to be broad enough to encompass the mar-
keting of places [5], it has suffered a “crisis of representation” resulting in the proposition
that there may be four alternative future directions that marketing could take: “retrench-
ment”; “realization”; “rearrangement”; and “reappraisal” [6]. This paper is not concerned
with propositions for retrenchment, as it opposes the belief that marketing is not appro-
priate in some areas and is not universally applicable across all broadened horizons. This
paper is more concerned with the direction of realization “that the marketing concept
is basically sound, the problems lie in its implementation” [6] (p. 9). The position of
reappraisal acknowledges “that the marketing concept has not succeeded and is unlikely to
prove successful in its present form [because] selling has not, contra the marketing concept,
been rendered redundant because few products actually sell themselves” [6] (p. 10). The
other direction of “rearrangement”, proposing that marketing should not focus so much
on transactional issues such as customer satisfaction, rather it should focus on developing
long-term relationships, is no longer seen to be inconsistent with the direction of realization.
The approach of realization is also consistent with the critical marketing stance adopted in
this paper.

The term “critical marketing” is often misunderstood; it is fluid and evolving, and
its definition has led to “many controversial debates” [7] (p. xvii). A leading author in
the field undertook research amongst the academic community and found definitions
ranging from a view that critical marketing simply refers to interpretive or qualitative
research; that the term is relevant to “larger social issues or using marketing for socially
progressive purposes”; that it can be used only in a Marxist context; to the approach
adopted by this paper—that critical marketing involves “being critical of more mainstream
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approaches to the study of markets and marketing” [8] (p. 4). For some, however, the
term is perceived much more narrowly, and is seen to relate to only the “post-Marxist
Critical Theory of the Frankfurt School” [7] (p. xx). Indeed, the term “critical marketing”
itself could be seen to be somewhat of an oxymoron; however, the approach taken in this
paper is that critical marketing involves being critical of marketing as a practice through
“sceptical reflexivity” [7] (p. xx). This approach accepts its function, but highlights where
improvements can be made to practice, particularly as this relates to addressing social
injustice, rather than being critical of marketing as a discipline per se [8]. While some believe
critical marketing is antimarketing, or is undertaken by postmodernists as “marketing
anti-theory” [9] (p. 162), many others, including this author, adopt the view that it is more
appropriate to perceive critical marketing as being essential to further our discipline, as it
tends to challenge accepted wisdom [10]. Critical marketing from this perspective adopts a
“pro marketing theory stance, but theory that adequately reflects the social, historical and
political context in which marketing discourse and practice occurs” [10] (p. 727)

Thus, this paper embraces the pluralist perspective on the meaning of critical mar-
keting [11]: it focuses on societal issues and processes (in this case, overtourism, crises,
and place branding); addresses the issue of reflexivity in terms of how this work could
be used to inform practice (through analysis of the way place branding is located within
the extant literature, and through the analysis of real-world examples from practice); and
finally, addresses the basic issues of marketing and consumption (through a critique of
the practice of branding places and the construction of an original model that could help
change not only the way we think about tourism and issues of sufficiency [4], but also
the way we act [7] in order that we do not end up in a vicious cycle of undertourism to
overtourism and back again). Issues of sustainability are also included in this paper, not
only because “critique needs to bring about some type of change” to our thinking and
our practices, but also because a consideration of sustainability in our marketing practices
should challenge long-held assumptions about the purpose of marketing, its goals, and
the actions we take in order to achieve our desired marketing outcomes [7] (p. xxi). This
paper is conceptual rather than being framed as a systematic review, and as such does not
present a state-of-the-art review of the literature; rather, it critiques the key themes relevant
to the topics under investigation. Bearing in mind the highly interpretive and qualitative
nature of critical marking research [8], and within its realm, the acceptance of “the role
of the author in the construction of knowledge” [7] (p. xx), the concepts included within
this paper have been purposively chosen. The choice of which issues to include has been
undertaken unashamedly through the personal insights and knowledge the author has
gained through over 20 years of undertaking academic research into marketing, and also
through regularly undertaken practice-based consultancy, and is also consistent with the
interpretive and critical approach undertaken in this paper.

Similar to a recent article on the cobranding of public place brands, and indeed touch-
ing on similar issues, the conceptual nature of this paper means there is no presentation
of a “clear methodology” or “specific analytical tool” [12], yet it does contain real-world
examples where it is appropriate to highlight the problems facing different types of places,
and the various strategies they are employing to counteract these problems.

3. Critical Review
3.1. Locating Place Branding

Place branding is a growing and important area of practice and field of academic
study. Interestingly, it is within a tourism context that the whole concept of place mar-
keting was originally found to be most developed within the literature [13]. There also
remains some confusion over where place branding is (or should be) located within the
wider literature on place and place marketing that have been studied from many diverse
disciplines [14,15]. Figure 1 represents an original conceptualization derived from an
understanding of the various approaches to locating place marketing and place branding
within the extant literature.



Tour. Hosp. 2021, 2 177

The approach this paper adopts is the latter, that place branding is part of place
marketing. This perspective also then locates place marketing within the wider discipline
of place management, one that encompasses diverse strategies impacting on places, but
which do not always have a market-getting focus [15,16]. The importance of adopting this
perspective will be explored throughout the paper, especially as it impacts on issues of
governance and stakeholder engagement.

3.2. Purpose of Place Branding

Branding may be quite succinctly encapsulated as having only two key facets, namely
identification and distinctiveness. Branding makes something identifiable through naming
and visual design, and makes it distinctive with meanings conveyed through the brand’s
personality and positioning [17]. Place branding can help differentiate one place com-
petitively from another [18,19] by creating and communicating a positive place identity
aimed at attracting various target market segments [20] relevant to the type of place. At a
national level, place branding is deemed to be necessary to compete in the global market-
place [21], and due to the competitive nature of the global environment, places need to be
marketed [22].

Place branding can help places with outdated images, places with negative reputa-
tions, or places that are less well known. Place branding can also help target appropriate
audiences for a place’s communications, and expand, correct, enhance, revitalize, improve,
refine, or contextualize perceived images [23]. The idea is that if all of this works effectively,
then the appropriate target markets will be attracted to the place, and the place will de-
velop a competitive (and thus economic) advantage over other places. Place branding does
indeed seem effective, given the increased competition amongst places [24]. When applied
to nations, along with positively impacting on exports and direct investment, it attracts
people to work and live in a place [25,26]. Place branding can be particularly effective in
attracting tourism and can have a positive impact at the national level [27]. There also
tends to be a dominance in the place-branding literature of the urban [28], possibly because
when it comes to branding places to attract tourists, “city tourism is the fastest growing
market segment in tourism” [29] (p. 144). However, place branding is also used by a range
of coastal and rural places, areas of outstanding natural beauty, heritage sites, and sites
of ecological biodiversity not only for tourism development, but also for more general
local economic development [30]. The plethora of single-place-based studies in the extant
literature also evidences the wide range and type of places employing place branding,
although by their highly localized nature, these studies do not always necessarily lead to
more general conceptualization or theorization.

In many places, the place brand is “heavily or exclusively biased towards tourism” [23],
reflecting the role of place branding in improving the developing world’s economies
because “in the end, even if a country has nothing to sell people, they can always come and
have a look at it” [23]. However, the literature does find that city brands tend to focus on
external promotion much more as a means of attracting tourists and direct investment [31]
than other desired place branding outcomes.

Possibly due at least in part to its application at a national and municipal level, place
branding is therefore seen as a public practice, usually undertaken by public-sector, local-
authority bodies [31]. When undertaken in a tourism context the practice of place branding,
then referred to as destination branding (with the place’s marketing then referred to as
destination marketing [14]), is usually charged to a destination management/marketing
organization (DMO).

To clarify between place brand identity and place brand image, it is generally held in
the literature that place brand managers create the place brand identity, that reflects the
essence of what a place is, the genius loci or spirit of places [32]. This identity is created
and communicated from the inside-out to its desired target audiences, who will develop
their own perceptions of the place brand image from the outside-in [15]. However, the
role of the DMO in creating and communicating a coherent place brand identity in an
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age of tourists’ image sharing on social media has led to questions concerning the DMO’s
level of control over place brand creation and communication [33]. Moreover, it has been
argued that it is the place brand image that comes first, and that place branding concerns
the activities undertaken to alter the image as required [22]. Indeed, in a tourism context,
people visit destinations because of the image they have of them [24].

How such images are perceived for destinations that are experiencing overtourism,
or destinations that are perceived as unsafe for travel due to crises or disasters, and the
problems that may arise when the place brand image does not match the place brand
identity will be explored in more detail later in this paper. For now, the purpose and
desired outcomes of place branding are summarized in Table 1.

Table 1. Purpose and desired outcomes of place branding.

Place Brand Management Purpose Desired Outcomes

Place branding is a public practice most
usually undertaken by
governments/DMOs

Positive place identity Reputation management, and image
creation/re-creation

Differentiation from
competing places

Competitiveness

Economic development and growth

Positively impacting on a
nation’s exports

Attracting people to live in, work in,
invest in, and visit the place

3.3. Place Branding, Growth through Tourism Development, and Future Directions
towards Sustainability

Tourism development can have many positive impacts on a place. It creates jobs, both
directly and indirectly [34]. If undertaken in a sustainable manner, tourism can help the
preservation, and even enhancement of the natural and cultural heritage of a place [35].
Another positive impact can be seen in the area of voluntourism, which engages travelers
with community projects in the places they visit [36]. Virtual reality (VR) and augmented
reality (AR) technology can allow for a more enriched tourist experience of a destination,
increase a destination’s accessibility, and remove travel barriers in terms of distance, cost,
or perceptions of danger [37]. As well as helping alleviate the problem of overtourism,
virtual tours of places were instigated by tourism destinations and also by many museums
and places of interest during 2020 when travel was restricted or banned due to COVID-
19. Thus, VR has shifted somewhat from a tool for tourism enhancement to a “travel
substitution tool” [38] (p. 452). Hospitality and tourism service providers have found
creative and innovative technologically based solutions to help address undertourism,
some due to generally low visitor numbers, others in particular response to undertourism
brought about due to COVID-19 travel restrictions, or people’s safety concerns about
travelling. When these solutions become promoted as part of the place brand, they may
result in a more sustainable form of tourism in general. For example, virtual museum tours
and virtual exhibitions have proved successful in not only combating a general decline
in numbers of cultural tourists, but also in mitigating the impact of undertourism due
to COVID-19 [39]. Indeed, it has been argued that if such online presence is managed
effectively, it could actually benefit places through encouraging “the development of niche
cities” [39] (p. 177). Similarly, calls have been made for governments of African nations to
work jointly with private-sector tourism businesses to promote virtual or online tours of
for “game parks, reserves and other tourist attractions in Africa” [40] (p. 1). Developing
tourism this way, albeit as a recent reaction to COVID-19, also has the potential for more
resilient and sustainable economic growth [40]. However, if VR is really to become a “travel
substitution tool” in a post-pandemic world [38] (p. 452) and developed in a strategic
manner that contributes to effectively managing and marketing a destination, it will be



Tour. Hosp. 2021, 2 179

incumbent on “responsible authorities to come up with various technologies, laws and
policies on property rights on the use of Internet so as to promote and protect use of
virtual tourism” [40] (p. 10). Moreover, it will be incumbent on place marketers in all
types of destinations to consider how appropriate the adoption of VR would be as a tool
for sustainable tourism development, and not only those in urban environments, where
much of the extant literature also focuses on “smart cities” at the expense of broader
insights into how DMOs may harness technology in “poorer, rural, less-developed, or less
technologically enabled destinations” on the wrong side of the “digital divide” [41] (p. 95).

Tourism development can also bring other benefits. Increase in tourism numbers
can help improve a destination’s infrastructure, which benefits the local community. Eco-
tourism and tourism that is nature-based can help promote and conserve wildlife and
natural resources [34]. Effective place branding, as evidenced from rural Catalonia, can
be undertaken in a bottom-up manner that can contribute to not only local economic
development, but also in creating and communicating a “competitive territorial identity,
the revaluation of endogenous local resources and the promotion of community-based
rural development” [30] (p. 108). Moreover, residents in developing nations who may
have previously relied upon farming or fishing, for example, could have access to al-
ternative employment through tourism that may then also help reduce deforestation or
overfishing [34].

Thus, even before the current pandemic affected tourism revenues across the world,
growth remained a key strategic focus for many tourism destinations. Even destinations
suffering from overtourism continued to set targets for increased numbers of visitors
year-on-year. It has been proposed that all destinations want to win and to improve
their fortunes [42], but this usually takes the concept of improving and winning from the
perspective of better economic performance, rather than any other performance metrics.
Even quality of life tends to be linked to economic improvement and is thus based on
growth in economic terms only. Economic growth therefore becomes the required mandate
of all those charged with the strategic management, marketing, and branding of places.
There is emerging literature responding to the call to better understand the relationship
between place branding and sustainability. A recent study found that while some places
around the world were placing sustainability central to their brand positioning, most of
these places focused mainly on its environmental aspect at the expense of the other two
dimensions, economic and social, that form the “triple bottom line” of sustainability [43].
That article proposes 11 prominent dimensions in place sustainability: the natural environ-
ment, economic growth, social equity, built environment, landscape, liveability and health,
conviviality, transport, energy, water and waste management, and governance. Each of
these dimensions is then able to be evaluated by local government in order to provide
an holistic analysis of their place, and therefore the specific dimensions that need to be
addressed in the brand position in order to help develop the place sustainably [43].

While economic growth is often focused on tourism development, this can be a double-
edged sword. On one hand, the benefits and positive aspects of tourism are welcomed by
many, yet the downside of uncontrolled tourism development can offer many negative
impacts on a community. In a study of the small rural village of Hólar in Iceland, residents’
views could be seen to be polarized: while certain residents perceived increased numbers
of tourists as a nuisance, others were concerned at the lack of tourist numbers to the village
compared to the great increase in tourist numbers to the country as a whole. This paradox
is summarized in the view of one resident who commented that, “We love their money but
wish they would just send it and stay at home” [44].

Within this debate, there are also two separate constructs of sustainability and respon-
sibility evident in the extant literature. In a tourism context, while individual ethics may
guide the actions of those involved, social responsibility is “concerned with the impact
of these actions on society and the environment” [45] (p. 173). Sustainable responsible
tourism is therefore seen to involve a consideration of the conceptual impacts of sustain-
ability (economic, sociocultural, and natural) along with the responsible implementation
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enablers, namely sustainability ethics, stakeholder cooperation/satisfaction, and visitor
satisfaction [46]. However, what is not always considered is how tourism businesses them-
selves understand these concepts of sustainability, especially the small and medium sized
tourism enterprises (SMTEs) that comprise by far the largest number of tourism businesses
globally [45]. Moreover, the notion of responsible tourism as action implies responsibility,
yet this also begs the question of who should be held responsible. Interestingly, “In many
discussions on Responsible Tourism found in the extant literature, the onus of responsibility
is placed more on the tourist consumer than the tourism business supplier” [45] (p. 173).
Thus, in the context of overtourism and also in places that opened up to tourism during the
pandemic, it is the tourist that is blamed for any problems arising, and the tourist against
whom many resident and activist group protests were targeted in 2017. This appears to be
happening again in social and popular media in 2020 where “travel shaming” is occurring.
For example, there have been incidents in the UK when people photographed engaging
in permissible and appropriately distanced domestic tourism activities received negative
attention from police and also other citizens [47].

3.4. Criticisms of Place Branding

Place branding is usually “uncritically promoted in the literature as a ‘force for
good’” [48] (p.125). Even when considering the marketing and branding of the tourism
destination of Santorini, which had been highlighted in the media as suffering from over-
tourism, and the “aspects of the contested and dynamic processes and local particularities
involved in the multifaceted reality” [49] (p. 142), there remained very little criticism of
place branding as practice. However, the literature does reveal some criticisms levied at
both the concept and the practice of place branding. Some authors have questioned the
very relevance of the application of the branding concept to places [50]. Others note that
place branding can generate “violent reactions” and “visceral antagonism” [51] (p. 24). At
a national level, the links between nation brand and problematic issues associated with
national identity and extremes of nationalism have also caused concern [52].

Place branding attracts criticism for being too much of a political activity, and one that
can marginalize certain social groups, “causing social injustice and gentrification instead of
bringing prosperity” [12] (p. 261). There are also published texts offering critical views on
place branding, that identify many “unexplored consequences on the physical and social
fabric of places” [53] (p.143).

The practice of place branding has also been criticized for being too heavily focused
on economic success, raising questions about whether we should treat communities as
markets, if we should be selling the city, and if we should judge successful places in purely
economic terms [17].

When branding efforts are highly successful in attracting tourists to a destination,
areas of outstanding natural beauty, heritage sites, and sites of ecological biodiversity can
be destroyed by the very nature of attracting unsustainable numbers of tourists. While
the UNWTO tends to see overtourism as an exclusively urban phenomenon [35], social
media in the early summer of 2019 was flooded with images of queues of tourists heading
up Mount Everest, where overtourism has led to increased littering, and even deaths of
climbers due to the extended time it is now taking to reach the summit.

Many Mediterranean coastal destinations are being transformed into tourist-focused
“strips” of large hotels (often transformed into all-inclusive resorts), bars, and restaurants
that have no real relevance to the authenticity and heritage of the place in which they are
located [54], and/or may be serving groups of tourists who behave irresponsibly, indulging
in illegal and or risky behaviors such as excessive drinking, sexual activity, or drug-taking.
In some cases, this aligns with the perceived brand image, for example 18–30 style holidays
in places such as Kavos in Corfu, where the image is of a place where anything goes, and
which is what attracts young people to the destination [55], yet which is at odds with the
place brand identity communicated by Greece’s National Tourism Organization [54].
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City destinations that were highly successful had been facing protests from residents
due to overcrowding, increased road traffic, limited facilities for everyone to use, rising
housing costs for residents, environmental degradation, tourists’ inappropriate behavior,
and issues with Airbnb and cruise tourism [56].

“Visitor behaviour can have a detrimental effect on the quality of life of the host
community. For example, crowding and congestion, drugs and alcohol problems, prosti-
tution and increased crime levels can occur. Tourism can even infringe on human rights,
with locals being displaced from their land to make way for new hotels or barred from
beaches. Interaction with tourists can also lead to an erosion of traditional cultures and
values” [34] (p. 200).

There can also be negative economic implications of some tourist developments.
“Money generated by tourism does not always benefit the local community, as some of it
leaks out to huge international companies, such as hotel chains. Destinations dependent
on tourism can be adversely affected by events such as terrorism, natural disasters and
economic recession” [34] (p. 200).

Residents who live in popular tourism destinations often do not want increased visitor
numbers, and there have been many calls by citizens for “further protective action. They
say they don’t want the cities to lose their identities—the very identity that attracts tourists
to the area in the first place” [57]. Criticisms are therefore levied at the way branding a
place can commodify it, and “hijack” a place’s culture [58] (p 98). Hence, place branding
has been criticized for not fully engaging all place stakeholders [59]. This is important
because lack of engagement with stakeholder groups, especially residents, can lead to
tensions and a reluctance to accept and adopt the brand [31]. Although those charged with
leading the branding of a place often claim they do engage place stakeholders sometimes
resident engagement is undertaken only at a very superficial level with the place brand
being imposed top-down rather than created in a bottom-up participatory manner [58].

3.5. Participatory Place Branding and Stakeholder Engagement

As a public practice driven by, sometimes managed by, and usually funded by govern-
ment, whether at a national, regional, or more local level, place branding should involve
meaningful stakeholder engagement as part of the place brand-creation process. Much
of the literature in this area focuses on cities and the need to engage urban residents “as
co-creators of the city brand” [31] (p. 230), rather than on other types of place brands and
rural regions [30]. However, stakeholders of all types of places, especially residents of the
place, are “vital to prosperous place brands” [58] (p. 97) and should be involved in partici-
patory place branding [60–62], especially when there otherwise may be tensions between
residents and visitors [63]. While other stakeholder groups, including urban planners,
architects, local businesses, town and shopping center managers, retailers, and visitors are
important [64], unless residents at a minimum accept, and at best take ownership [58] of
the place brand, any place-branding strategy could be unsuccessful. However, “if done
well, imaginative initiatives do not require much marketing at all as they will promote
themselves in today’s social media landscape” [17]. Yet when residents have rejected
top-down place branding, they may also turn to social media “to chronicle their own place
branding stories instead” [58] (p. 98).

The influence of the actions of all stakeholder groups on the place brand is very
important. For example, place image can affect a business’ site selection [25]. Attempts at
achieving direct investment in a place can therefore be derailed if the image being perceived
is at odds with the identity being projected.

The sheer proliferation and reach of social media cannot be ignored in this context.
Consider the role of travel bloggers’ influence on destination image and the tourist decision
making process. These travel bloggers are seen as “social influencers in destination market-
ing” [65] (p. 245). Within this realm are two types of influencers: independent, who choose
to blog in a private capacity; and sponsored, where the travel blogger is remunerated in
some way in return for a blog about a destination, an attraction, or even tourist accommoda-
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tion. Here it is also important to understand the difference between the “projected online”
destination image emanating from the DMO, and the “perceived online” destination image
that is shared by tourists [65] (p. 246). One recent study [65] found that the projected
destination image focused more on diverse natural and cultural attractions, whereas the
perceived destination image seemed to be more about the place under investigation, in
this case the Philippines, as a cheap destination that offered fun and beautiful attractions.
However, due to the way users share content across a range of social media platforms, it is
becoming increasingly difficult to distinguish between content such as photographs, that
originally emanate from sources such as government and DMOs, private-sector businesses,
residents, and visitors [33]. Such evidence tends to suggest that we not only can but should
recognize social media influencers’ contributions to the brand-creation process whether
these influencers are sponsored or independent, and thus they should be engaged in the
participatory place-branding process. At the very least, government and DMOs should
be actively scanning social media to find out who is saying what about their brand and
what their audiences perceive about their brand, and to find out the extent to which the
audience’s perception is consistent with the identity that is being projected.

Another problem arising from not fully engaging all stakeholder groups is that brand-
ing efforts may work somewhat too well, resulting in popular tourism destinations attract-
ing unsustainably high numbers of visitors, leading to what has been termed “overtourism”.

Sometimes there can also be a mismatch between the brand identity a destination
is trying to create and the destination image that is perceived, leading to the destination
attracting a different target audience than hoped for—the “wrong type” of tourists—who
may behave inappropriately in a destination, resulting in conflicts with local residents, a
phenomenon that has led to the term “tourismphobia”.

3.6. From Overtourism and Tourismphobia, to Undertourism and Tourophobia . . . and Back Again?

Overtourism may be defined quite simply as “excessive visitation to a tourist destina-
tion” [66], yet the term overtourism does encompass three main issues: overcrowding in
public spaces (and its impacts on the social environment); issues relating to tourists’ behav-
ior (such as increased noise, disturbance etc.) and impacts on the economic environment
(including loss of amenities aimed at serving local residents as opposed to visitors); and
changes (which are usually perceived as negative) to the physical environment (including
the “physical touristification of city centers and other often-visited areas”, and “increased
waste, water use, air pollution”) [67]. The term “tourismphobia” appeared for the first time
in the El País newspaper in 2008 in an article titled “Turistofobia”, written by the Catalan
anthropologist Manuel Delgado. Delgado drew urgent attention to the emerging grassroots
rejection of tourism and argued that the seemingly untrammeled growth of tourism posed
a serious threat to Barcelona’s social fabric [66].

As a result of overtourism and tourismphobia, an increasing number of critical res-
idents’ groups have been speaking up in an attempt to protect their everyday life and
local practices, “reinforcing their agenda, both in the mass media and within local political
arenas” [66]. The phenomenon of overtourism in cities forced government responses to
counteract their local problems [68] and “to rethink their branding strategy” [69] (p. 3).
Indeed, much of the literature on overtourism moved towards a focus on degrowth strate-
gies [66,68], and “the relation between tourism and its wider city context and the political
aspects of excessive tourism growth” [67] (p. 4386). However, it is also stressed that
overtourism must be dealt with in a wider place-management context that considers policy
actions that more broadly address place usage, rather than simply addressing the problem
in a tourism-management context [67]. This also aligns with the approach taken in this
paper to locating place branding within place marketing, and place marketing within place
management as discussed in relation to Figure 1.

The academic literature proposes that while place branding is not the only cause
of overtourism it is definitely “is playing a significant role” in its emergence [69] (p. 1).
A somewhat stronger position claims that overtourism is a “consequence of unregulated
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capital accumulation and growth strategies heavily associated with selling cities as tourism
commodities” [66], which also aligns with some of the general criticisms of the concept
and process of branding places discussed earlier in this paper [17,50,51].

Pressure evident in media reports for local government to do something to counteract
the problems had been coming not only from activist groups of local residents and commu-
nities, but also from visitors themselves. This then was leading to the implementation of a
range of destination-management strategies that focused on attempts to “spread visitors
out in time and space, apply pricing strategies to match tourism supply and demand,
regulate the accommodation supply, control Airbnb sharing and regulate overcrowding by
limiting access to destinations or activities” [46] (p. 1828), along with strategies to manage
the satisfaction of residents and visitors.

However, as many destinations were grappling with the problem of how to deal with
overtourism, all sectors of the travel, tourism, and hospitality industries and their supply
chains were affected quite suddenly by the unprecedented global COVID-19 crisis [55].
This has led to many places around the world having to grapple with the problem of
undertourism, or indeed, no tourism at all [3,70]. Not only was global travel disrupted
in 2020 by “health communication strategies and measures (e.g., social distancing, travel
and mobility bans, community lockdowns, stay at home campaigns, self- or mandatory-
quarantine, curbs on crowding)” [71], but even in 2021, there is an expectation that both
international and domestic travel will restart to at least some extent, and there is evidence
of potential travelers experiencing “tourophobia”, a fear of travel that results from such
a pandemic as COVID-19, but which has also affected potential travelers in the past
as a result of other crises and disasters, whether natural or manmade [72]. Given the
“seeming inevitability” of future crises and disasters, even a focus on tourism sustainability
is giving way instead to an emerging focus on tourism resilience [73] (p. 14). Simply
explained, whereas sustainability is concerned with preservation and conservation of
resources, resilience is more concerned with reacting, responding, and adapting to change,
with an emphasis being placed on capacity building towards recovery. However, the earlier
literature has largely ignored “cultural, institutional or infrastructure resilience” [73] (p. 16),
instead focusing more on the primacy of economic resilience. Yet, as can be seen from
criticisms of the way place branding to increase tourism has tended to focus on economic
growth, such focus can lead to responses that may not always result in benefits to tourism’s
host communities.

Not all destinations will recover at the same rate. City tourism has been particularly
adversely affected by this pandemic, as urban centers were forced into lockdown [74].
Tourism activities that take place outdoors in the natural environment may also be evalu-
ated more positively by travelers wishing to avoid close personal contact with others [71].
Domestic “staycations” may be more sustainable and resilient than international travel [75]
and may help tourists overcome potential tourophobia that could accompany international
travel. Indeed, in a post-pandemic world, the tourism agenda may well be more democra-
tized across the world, reducing inequalities between indigenous host communities and
global tourism service providers [76], and the tourism landscape may well become more
inclusive, offering more opportunities for social justice, and less exploitation [4,74].

This current pandemic has had effects across all aspects of society, and these effects,
such as measures to enforce physical distancing, are also being seen widely in public spaces
as well as in tourism and hospitality service establishments. Innovative approaches have
been taken across the industry to mitigate against the impact of COVID-19 regulations.
Indeed, technology has played a central role in some of the innovative approaches to
tourism service delivery, or for the provision of expanded tourism service delivery (such as
virtual tours of attractions and destinations), as has been discussed earlier in thus paper.
Thus, making destinations accessible despite safety concerns of travel bans [37,38]. The
tourism industry is likely to be transformed at least technologically, as a result of COVID-19.
For example, through the use of “mobility tracing apps, robotised-AI touchless service
delivery, digital health passports and identity controls, social distancing and crowding
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control technologies, big data for fast and real time decision-making, humanoid robots
delivering materials, disinfecting and sterilizing public spaces, detecting or measuring
body temperature, providing safety or security” [71].

While the use of such technology may allow tourism to restart, there are two subsectors
of the industry, involving “events and conference tourism dependent on mass gatherings
[that] may take a long time to recover” [74]. It is yet to be seen if business tourism will ever
fully recover, as almost all meetings, conferences, incentives, and events (MICE) have taken
place virtually over the past year. Moreover, in a post-pandemic world, controlling the
spread of COVID-19 will involve controlling the way people use places and outdoor spaces.
It is likely that physical-distancing measures will continue well into the 2021 tourism
season, and possibly even longer, similar to the way certain airport control measures that
were introduced following the 2001 9/11 terrorist attacks in America remain in force today.

If previous place-branding efforts, especially those involving popular tourism destina-
tions such as Santorini [49], were proving too successful to be sustainable, then perhaps the
COVID-19 pandemic may provide the impetus to change focus somewhat. If a destination
focuses solely, or even mainly, on attracting ever-increasing numbers of tourists to meet
year-on-year growth targets, the evidence from 2017 onwards suggests that this will lead
to problems for that destination to cope with the success of its place-branding efforts.
Not only do tourists want to visit places that are good to be in, and safe to be in, but,
regardless of any continuing requirements post-pandemic for physical distancing, place
managers should consider how to make these places less overcrowded and consider how
to make places that are good for workers, residents, and local communities, and where
the local population are no longer suffering from or resenting the arrival of unsustainable
numbers of visitors. However, evidence emerging out of the effects of COVID-19 on places
in 2020 suggests that place managers should also focus on how such branding efforts could
contribute to making places more resilient to future external crises and disasters for the
benefit of all the place’s stakeholders.

3.7. The Cyclical Process of Rebuilding from Crises and Coping with Success

Place-branding efforts with poor governance, or place-branding efforts that work too
well and bring about great success and even lead to overtourism, are not always sustainable.
As destinations attempt to recover from the undertourism brought about by COVID-19,
a watchful eye must be kept on the success of any place-branding strategies in order for
these also remain resilient to future disasters and crises, not least future overtourism crises.
It is becoming acknowledged that “a place that is attractive and alluring to tourists should
still be a place that is habitable and secure for local residents, and not sacrificed for the
economic imperative above all else” [77] (p. 355). To counteract some of the problems
arising from overtourism and tourismphobia, it has been recognized that there is a “need
for alternative and more environment and host-friendly practices in development, planning,
and policies” [78]. These strategies must also involve and incorporate the views of local
residents [29]. However, caution must be taken that place-branding strategies to counter
one problem do not lead to the other extreme, in which proactive strategies to counter
overtourism do not lead to undertourism and vice versa. (Figure 2).

Perhaps rather than concentrating on increased global competitiveness and tourism
growth, the future of place branding in the context of tourism destinations should focus
more on sustainability. “Sustainable tourism development tries to establish a suitable
balance between economic, environmental and social aspects of tourism development
to guarantee its long-term sustainability” [29] (p. 146). Instead of a focus on growth as
a tourism strategy, a clear and strong call has been made for destinations to focus on a
sufficiency approach to the development of tourism [4]. There have been other calls for
more of a focus on virtual tourism in which, through virtual reality (VR) technology, there
is no requirement to travel in order to experience a destination [37–40].

The COVID-19 pandemic seems likely to affect global tourism well into 2021 and even
beyond. It may be tempting for places to set higher tourism targets in 2021 to counter
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the economic impact felt by undertourism in 2020. However, place managers faced with
these decisions should look closely at the effects of their previous place-branding strategies
before doing so.

Some places around the world had used place-branding strategies to convince poten-
tial travelers their destination was safe to visit, especially developing countries relying
on tourism revenues from the developed world to help their economies. The effect of the
current pandemic is also expected to have an impact on health and safety concerns, and this
may have a negative impact on such tourism revenues in the short-term as these places at-
tempt to recover from this crisis. Continuing to attempt to attract large and ever-increasing
visitor numbers may not even be possible. Perhaps in these cases, there should be much
more selective targeting of relevant markets where a place’s brand message, including one
of safety, can be better communicated.

4. Conclusions

First, from a critical marketing perspective, because there still remains some confusion
within the literature on place, it seemed important to locate place branding appropriately.
While some approaches see place branding and place marketing as equivalent, separate, or
overlapping, this article adopts the approach that place management is concerned with
the overall management of the place and therefore includes, but is not limited to, efforts
towards place marketing. Place marketing involves wider activities than branding, and
therefore this paper locates place branding as just one place-marketing activity. Place
management involves public funding, so place marketing and branding efforts therefore
need good governance, and they should prioritize citizens over visitors, and should be held
accountable for the consequences of their actions. The critical marketing approach adopted
in this study of the relationship between place branding and the two extremes considered
in this paper—coping with success that can lead to overtourism, and also rebuilding from
crises that can result in undertourism—does not reject the concept that places can or should
be branded. It does not reject the concept that places should seek to find ways to be
economically viable in order to provide a good quality of life for all place users. Nor does
this study take an anti-tourist, tourismphobic standpoint that seeks to drive away tourism
from places. If critical marketing attempts at overcoming social injustice through marketing
and consumption activities that are undertaken in an appropriate, responsible, ethical,
and sustainable manner, it would be wrong to simply reject a whole industry that can
bring so many benefits to so many different groups of place stakeholders, especially at a
time of undertourism when the entire industry is attempting recovery from the impact
of COVID-19.

While it may be tempting for places to seek to meet politically driven year-on-year
tourism growth targets in terms of visitor numbers, such strategic focus can lead to over-
tourism that can cause dissatisfaction not only for a place’s residents and investors, but
also for the tourists themselves. Whereas, as destinations recover from this pandemic, a
focus more on sufficiency of tourism numbers can lead to making places not only more
sustainable and resilient to future disasters and crises, but also making them better for
everyone, whether it is the place where they live, work, study, invest, or visit. The visitor
experience is also likely to be better because their encounters are more likely to be with
people who are pleased to see them rather than protesting about their very presence,
especially given concerns about COVID-19 and overcrowded places, and telling them in
no uncertain terms to go home and that they are not welcome. Lower tourism numbers
that do not necessarily lead to a decrease in tourism revenues can be achieved by focusing
more on higher-spending niche markets, rather than on lower-spending mass markets.
For many destinations, especially those relying on seasonal visitors, a focus on niche mar-
kets rather than the core high season visitors can therefore also extend the destination’s
tourism season into the shoulder months, as many niche activities can take place outside
of the core high season [54,79], so temporal crises do not necessarily take so much of a
toll on the destination’s economy. This can also help spread out the total number of a
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destination’s visitors over a longer period of time during a year, decreasing overcrowding
and congestion and also spreading tourist numbers and their expenditure over a wider
geographical area around the destination’s key must-see attractions or centers. Destinations
can also capitalize much more on the commercialization of virtual tours to extend the
season, albeit virtually [37–40]. Such a broader audience focus can also help make a place
more sustainable and resilient because it is not targeting only one market segment. This
can also then help a broader community base see evidence of the benefits of tourism, and
thus be less resistant to its development or promotion. If effective place branding is in
essence about competing against other places and winning, we should possibly consider
how to play and win this global competitive game in a more sustainable and responsible
manner. Then, winning the place-branding, place-marketing, and place-management game
should involve being judged not on economic success factors alone, but also on success
factors in the sociocultural and natural environment that contribute to quality of life. This
then encompasses the three main conceptual impacts of sustainability along with the en-
abler seen to contribute to undertaking this in a responsible manner—ethics, stakeholder
cooperation, and the satisfaction of both stakeholders and visitors.

The way place branding is managed in practice should be carefully critiqued more
often than is currently evident in the extant literature, because there is evidence that when
place branding is employed effectively it, can be so successful that it can lead to problems
such as overtourism. In this respect, overtourism can be seen as a consequence of place
branding. However, as illustrated by the examples offered throughout this article, in
response to overtourism, places have to rethink their branding strategies. Hence, place
branding becomes a consequence of overtourism. Many places had become victims of
their own successful place-branding strategies by 2017, facing overtourism leading to
overcrowding in public places; disruption to communities caused not only by the sheer
number of visitors, but also by their sometimes antisocial behavior; the loss of amenities,
especially affordable long-term accommodation rental; and touristification of the physical
environment that prioritizes (or is perceived as prioritizing) visitors over residents. While
these places are being judged as successful by their DMOs or governments, which happily
promote their tourism growth figures, they would be judged as abject failures if evaluated
in environmental and social terms. Sustainable place branding for the future should
therefore focus not especially on growth but on sufficiency, focusing on attracting enough
tourists, not necessarily more tourists.

We are yet in a position to establish the effect of place branding on recovery from
this current pandemic, although the practice has been used to recover from the numerous
previous disasters and crises that have affected places and their tourism industries. The
concern at this point is that in an attempt to get back to business-as-usual as soon as
possible, inappropriate place brand strategies could be employed that result in problems
of coping with success in the future. We have seen many developing countries allow
uncontrolled tourism developments as they start their tourism industries almost from
scratch. Many countries in the developed world saw tourism reduced to almost nothing in
2020, with limited hope for full recovery in 2021. We should all take this opportunity to
consider how we move forward with branding destinations for the future.
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