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Abstract

:

Admittedly, tourism stakeholders become more aware of the negative impacts of tourism, and it has become increasingly important to brand and position destinations towards sustainability. The main concern is emphasizing economic, social, and environmental awareness and implementation at the destination level regarding planning and development. This paper identifies the importance of sustainable place branding as part of destination social responsibility in the current global context. The main focus is identifying visitors’ responses as part of sustainable destination marketing. The study conducts a systematic literature review by rigorously selecting 26 related articles from the 106 search results for further analysis. The study results highlight the emergence of sustainable place branding concepts in academic literature, especially after the post-pandemic period. The themes identified in the literature analysis revolve around sustainable place branding in creating unique tourism experiences and engagement that resonates with the visitors’ self-perceptions and expectations of a destination. Sustainable place branding positively impacts destination image, trust, value, and loyalty. Moreover, it can create positive visitor outcomes, such as an intention to revisit because of positive word of mouth. The article concludes with suggestions for future research, emphasizing the need to explore further sustainable place branding and its influence on visitors’ responses in the evolving landscape of global tourism.
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1. Introduction


Collated studies in tourism have acknowledged the importance of the place as the destination branding in terms of tourism [1,2], especially in the post-pandemic era, which alters the tourism trajectory by providing more eco- and socially friendly-practices in tourism development [3,4]. In particular, place branding is the reputation built through an amalgamation of geographical settings, cultural heritage, modern superstructures, and infrastructure, habits, and rituals [5,6,7]. In a competitive tourism environment, places must be marketed and provide a concept that can attract attention and become a product to use or, better yet, to live and experience temporarily [8]. The branded image of the place has evolved and encapsulated the concept of sustainability. Sustainability is the current development of a place that provides all positive trajectories that do not alter the social, natural, and economic environment [9].



The study aims to fill the gap through an extensive systematic literature review (SLR) by shedding light on the relationship between place branding and sustainability. Destinations have long been investing in building strong brands that focus on sustainability, as stronger brands tend to increase the attention that a particular destination receives from stakeholders [10]. However, these efforts are known to be very challenging due to the lack of visibility [11], which in turn impacts the actual visitors’ behavior and attitude towards these places. While studies identify that sustainable branding efforts can build stronger destination brands and better place promotion, further research is required to understand the actual visitors’ response [12]. Zouganeli, Trihas, Antonaki, and Kladou [13] argue that a stronger destination brand can enhance positive experiences and induce repeated visits and positive word-of-mouth. Therefore, the study will examine and explore the terms, according to the visitors’ responses, their perceptions of how sustainable branded destinations are socially responsible, and how they are perceived and experienced. Identifying the perception and attitude of the visitors will provide new insight that will enable the destination’s branded image to have a sustainable approach. SLR enables clustering keywords, terms, topics, and authors related to the topics of investigation. SLR is a popular research method that can identify the literature’s dearth and lead to valuable conclusions [3,14]. The study’s results will provide insights into generating new ideas for future research by suggesting new practices for socially sustainable destinations based on the visitors’ responses. By filling in these research gaps, one can gain an improved awareness of the intricate relationships that exist between place branding and sustainability [15]. This will help researchers, policymakers, destination managers, and marketers develop and implement strategies that will make destinations resilient, inclusive, and sustainable.



The study will explore the following questions:




	
What are the current trends in sustainable destination branding and social destination responsibility?



	
What is the trajectory of research findings based on the most relevant papers, research, and authors in the Web of Science database?



	
What are the consequences of global research networks and partnerships, and how do co-authorship patterns among nations represent collaborations in sustainable place branding and visitor responses?



	
What are the critical methodologies and approaches used in sustainable place branding and visitors’ response research?



	
Based on the most common keywords, what are the main research clusters and theme topics, and how do these clusters further add knowledge on place branding sustainability and visitors’ responses?








The structure of the paper is as follows: In Section 2 is an overview of the literature. Section 3 explains the research methods used for this study, including the sample, data collection, and analytical techniques. In Section 4 the study’s results are presented, including its main conclusions and findings. Section 5, the study’s implications for academics, professionals, and industry decision-makers in sustainable place branding and destination social responsibility regarding visitors are discussed.




2. Literature Review


Admittedly, place branding is an intentional marketing technique used as a promotional tool to attract attention [16,17]. Since perceptions vary in describing a place and the value retrieved, branding aims to frame how a place attribute is perceived, lived, and experienced [5,18,19]. In particular, ‘the brand of a place is not created in the design of a logo but rather in people’s encounters with the place and all its diverse aspects’ [20]. At the same time, the community plays a vital role in framing the place’s characteristics and positioning the expression of the local culture through habits, behaviors, rituals, and traits [18,21]. Various tenets of research studies approached place brandings, such as its representation of national identity and national stereotypes [5,6,19,22] and as part of national diplomacy. That is because it involves the efforts of various actors who have the power to administer the place and attract attention by portraying it as a commodity, either national or commercial [2]. Additionally, place branding is synonymous with place personality and place image, considering various characteristics and encapsulating unique assets [23,24,25]. Thus, a place is branded by formulating an aspect of defining a geographical area and providing use as a way of living in terms of its natural setting, national identities, commercial activities, and urban planning [26,27].



Alarming negative impacts on the environment, social life, and the economy are calling for a framework for geographical place development with consideration for the people who reside and live in those areas. Sustainability involves the development that positively impacts the social, economic, and environmental aspects of living [20,28,29]. Additionally, sustainability is the approach of planning a place in terms of re-development and re-branding [21]. The goal of sustainable tourism is to reduce the detrimental consequences of travel on the environment, society, and economy while maximizing the beneficial advantages [4,8,30]. It entails ethical tourism activities that support the sustainability of destinations over the long term and ensure that resources are handled effectively to meet the needs of generations to come.



Conceptually, destination branding is associated with the image visitors perceive as the stimulus that motivates them to visit a place [2]. Thus, sustainability is basically an approach that can brand a destination and provide all positive procedures of administration and management. Examining the benefits of environmental, social, and economic sustainability is undoubtedly an adequate development path for places to be positioned in tourism as competitive and niche, offering dynamic experiences [31]. An example is social life as the ingredient that provides the ethical essence and identity, as well as the human aspects that make the place authentic and unique in terms of tourism [27]. An additional concept aligned with place branding and sustainability is destination social responsibility (hereafter DSR) [9,32]. DSR refers to ethical conduct associated with socially and environmentally responsible actions towards tourism destinations [33,34,35,36]. In particular, the pursuit is to reduce negative social impacts that can directly affect local communities. Additionally, a place/destination advertised as sustainable and socially responsible can be used as a promotional technique to intrigue potential visitors [37]. Admittedly, it is considered an established concept for responsible tourists, described as sensitive to environmental issues and socially responsible practices in tourism destinations [38]. Moreover, a destination that can be socially responsible must attest to an umbrella of interlinked procedures that can benefit the local community.



Residents’ attitudes as ambassadors of the destination must be committed to socially responsible behavior as part of the mentality building in the place [4,25,32]. However, there is a distinction between the perceptions of residents and visitors, whereas, in the case of residents, it is the place. In the case of visitors, it is the destination [2]. Visitors’ responses are deemed positive in places that promote an environmentally friendly approach. Consequently, there is positive word of mouth, and visitors’ experiences reflect a destination image [29]. Forming place branding is associated with visitors’ satisfaction and identification with positive place behavior [2,14]. Visitors generally have a positive attitude towards destinations that practice sustainability and engage in more culturally and environmentally driven development. Also, collective processes to brand a place revolve around sustainability as the remedy for vanishing negative impacts. Therefore, interconnected activities provide an understanding of the efforts toward sustainability as the primary identity for branding a place [28].



All main stakeholders should be engaged and form synergistic relationships by considering destination development and planning toward sustainability and social responsibility that will positively affect branding [39]. The main arguments arise from the contagious effects of the negative impacts caused when a place develops for commercial use but still has a branded image and reputation. Conflicts of interest hinder rational development, and there is a gap between the rhetorical aspect of sustainability and its implementation [29]. Bringing together sustainability in a branded place indicates a commitment to social responsibility, environmental preservation, inclusive practices, and economic viability. In conclusion, place branding and sustainability are related ideas that can support one another. By encouraging ethical tourism, protecting cultural and natural resources, improving community well-being, and guaranteeing long-term economic prosperity and competitiveness, these ideas can add value to destinations.




3. Materials and Methods


3.1. Approach to the Literature Review


Using the PRISMA guidelines (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) as outlined by [40], a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) was conducted. The PRISMA framework facilitates the selection and identification of high-quality, impactful scientific articles through a structured process that includes four key steps: (1) identification, (2) screening, (3) assessing eligibility, and (4) including studies. The framework is shown in Figure 1. The PRISMA 2020 checklist can be found in Supplementary Materials, Table S1.



The initial search commenced with the keyword “sustainable place branding”. The search terms were refined to recognize the need to narrow down to more specific studies and address the research gap identified. Acknowledging the varied terminology used in academic studies to describe sustainability and place branding concepts, a comprehensive list of synonyms was incorporated. The keywords “sustainable”, “green”, “eco-friendly”, “socially responsible”, “environmentally responsible”, and “ethical” were used interchangeably to capture the broad spectrum of sustainability. In the sustainable marketing literature, the continuum and development of these concepts over decades, as well as their interchangeable nature, have been identified and discussed for a long time [41]. Similarly, “place” and “destination”, as well as “visitor”, “tourist”, and “guest”, were recognized as interchangeable terms, reflecting the diverse lexicon in the field.



Furthermore, it was also identified that the keyword “sustainable” often has synonyms used, for example, “green”, “eco-friendly”, “socially responsible”, “environmentally responsible”, and “ethical”. In academic studies, “place” and “destination”, as well as “visitor”, “tourist”, and “guest”, are also used simultaneously. Therefore, during the research process, it was also decided to include closely related terms. A similar methodology was applied in the study of [39], which also identified several closely related terms used in the branding literature that were further used as synonyms to identify the relevant academic studies.




3.2. Validity of the Research Instrument, Search Strategy, Inclusion, and Exclusion Criteria


To ensure the validity of the SLR as a research instrument, several steps and precautions were taken. First, it is strongly recommended that the search process starts with clearly formulated research objectives and study concepts, followed by phrase searching using Boolean operators [42]. Once the search results were generated, robust inclusion and exclusion criteria were adopted to select the most relevant studies to be included in the literature review.



The refined keywords were combined using Boolean operators (AND, OR, NOT) to construct a broad search string, enabling a comprehensive search. In the next step, the selected keywords were used to form a search string using Boolean operators (AND, OR, NOT), as suggested by [43]. The broad search string was as follows: (“sustainable” OR “green” OR “eco-friendly” OR “ethical” OR “socially responsible” OR “environmentally responsible”) AND (“place” OR “destination”) AND “brand” AND (“visitor” OR “tourist” OR “guest”).



The search was conducted through the Web of Science Core Collection, a database renowned for publishing research in tourism and destination management. This choice was informed by its use in previous research, ensuring consistency and relevance. Executed in January 2024, the search yielded a total of 106 results. An important aspect of the validity of the research instrument is the data quality, which was ensured by strictly defining that only the highest quality, peer-reviewed articles are selected for the study [44].



Several inclusion criteria were applied to refine the search results. Only academic, peer-reviewed journal articles written in English were considered, excluding books, reviews, conference papers, and other non-empirical materials. The focus was on empirical studies that measured visitors’ perceptions, directly aligning with the research gap. There was no restriction on the year of publication, allowing for a comprehensive exploration of the topic. Based on the inclusion and exclusion criteria, studies that were not empirical and studies that did not measure the link between sustainable place branding and visitors’ responses were excluded.



Applying the inclusion criteria reduced the pool to 40 articles. A review of abstracts led to further exclusions based on language and relevance of the study’s concepts to defined research objectives and gaps, ultimately selecting 26 studies for in-depth analysis. The number of final articles included in the study is aligned with the previously published studies. For example, ref. [45] study performed SLR on the relationship between the theory of planned behavior and the theory of reasoned action in the context of sustainable conservation of built heritage, and a rigorous literature search yielded a collection of 30 studies to be included in the further analysis. Furthermore, a SLR study on sustainable development in smart cities was conducted by selecting the 25 most relevant studies to the proposed search terms and research objectives [46].



In the final step, the full texts of these articles were retrieved, ensuring a thorough examination of their contributions to the understanding of sustainable place branding and its impact on visitor perceptions.





4. Results


In this section, we present the literature synthesis. After the articles were selected for the study, all articles were classified and grouped according to predetermined criteria (year of publishing, country from where data is collected, journal of publication, methods used in the study). Further, the keywords were used to generate the word cloud, and critical themes in the selected literature were identified.



4.1. Results from the Literature Analysis


The systematic literature review begins by analyzing the time frame of the articles published on the given selection criteria. The time frame limitation was not set as an article selection criterion, as sustainable place branding is newly emerging in the academic literature. From the search results, it can be concluded that the earliest study on these concepts dates back to 2011, with pioneering research by Chen et al. on “The destination competitiveness of Kinmen’s tourism industry: exploring the interrelationships between tourist perceptions, service performance, customer satisfaction, and sustainable tourism” [47] in Journal of Sustainable Tourism. The study concepts have gained popularity since 2019, with most of the studies published in 2021, as shown in Figure 2. One of the major reasons for the spike in publications on sustainable place branding and the visitors’ responses can be attributed to increasing attention and investments in sustainable tourism destinations around the world [32]. These destinations still have to remain competitive, sustaining high visitor satisfaction and willingness to visit. In this context, academics and practitioners, including destination marketing and management organizations, are increasingly interested in understanding visitors’ interest and motivation to visit sustainable destinations, which has resulted in an increased number of studies on these concepts.



While the concepts of sustainable destination branding and visitors’ responses can be viewed from a multidisciplinary lens, as expected, majority of the articles are published in tourism and management journals, with articles published in the Journal of Sustainable Tourism (12% of the articles) and Sustainability (31% of the articles), as shown in Figure 3.



The literature analysis revealed that the majority of the articles on sustainable destination branding and visitors’ responses originated from China (15% of the articles), Taiwan (15% of the articles), and Spain (12% of the articles), among other South American, Asian, Middle-East and European countries (Figure 4). It is known that sustainable tourism and, therefore, research on sustainable destinations does not have a geographical scope; instead, a wide range of countries from various social, economic, and socio-ecological backgrounds [9] engage in sustainable tourism activities, also reflected in the distribution of the sourced articles for this study.



Further analysis in Figure 5 summarizes the article distribution by the methods that are used in the articles. All articles have engaged in primary data collection. A total of 8% of the articles collected only qualitative data with the help of interviews and case study analysis. Further, 12% of articles used mixed methods research combined qualitative and quantitative research methods. Finally, the majority of the research (80%) have collected primary data with the help of survey questionnaires. Consequently, the most commonly used data analysis methods are PLS-SEM with SmartPLS (19% of the studies), SEM with AMOS or LISREL (54% of the studies), and descriptive analysis and statistics (12% of the studies). Other data analysis techniques used in these studies are content analysis, factor analysis, sentiment analysis, cumulative logit model, and case study analysis.



The keyword map explores the multifaceted domain of sustainable place branding, articulating a framework that weaves together strategic, perceptual, emotive, and operational dimensions vital to the enduring health of tourist destinations (Figure 6).



At the center of the word cloud is “Sustainable Place Branding”, which acts as the cornerstone, unifying various tourism elements into a coherent methodology focused on maintaining the unique allure of destinations while promoting economic vitality. This principal concept is pivotal, underscoring its indispensable role in harmonizing the elements within the tourism landscape. Delving deeper, the framework encapsulates several sub-themes that reveal the composite nature of sustainable tourism:



Strategic Destination Management: This sub-theme comprises “Destination Planning” and “Destination Management and Marketing”, underscoring the necessity for a calculated, strategic approach to sustainable tourism development. Integral to this strategy is “Event Management and Marketing”, which is indicative of a comprehensive approach to destination evolution.



Marketing and Branding Dynamics: The map delineates the importance of “Destination Branding”, “Green Marketing in Tourism”, “Brand Image”, and “Place Branding”. This constellation of concepts highlights the imperative of framing destinations within a sustainability narrative, aligning with the escalating consumer trend towards eco-friendly travel.



Perceptual Constructs and Experiential Dimensions: Featuring “Tourist Perceptions”, “Visitor Engagement”, “Ecotourism Experience”, and “Residents’ Perception”, this thematic area accentuates the subjective and perceived image of destinations as experienced by tourists and local communities.



Sustainability and Environmental Stewardship: Focusing on the environmental aspects of sustainability, the framework includes “Sustainable Development of Destinations”, “Perceived Sustainability”, and “Environmentally Responsible Behavior”, reflecting a strong commitment to ecological conservation and sustainable practices.



Competitive Advantage: Concepts such as “Destination Competitiveness” and “Sustainable Destination Image” reflect an orientation toward enhancing the distinctiveness of destinations in a market increasingly valuing sustainability.



Feedback and Loyalty Mechanisms: Including “Word-of-Mouth” and “Destination Loyalty”, the framework identifies reputation management and consumer loyalty as critical to the sustainable growth of tourist locales.



Diverse Tourism Practices: The map identifies “Ecotourism” and “Urban Tourism” as distinct kinds of sustainable tourism, emphasizing the adaptation of sustainability efforts to various environments and tourism styles.



Stakeholder Involvement: Highlighting “Tourist Engagement” and “Sustainable Tourist Destination”, the framework points to the necessity of active stakeholder participation in achieving sustainable tourism goals.



Socio-Economic Metrics: The map brings to light “Destination Social Responsibility” and “Sustainable Tourism Indicators” as essential metrics for assessing tourism’s social and economic impacts, thereby supporting the overarching goal of sustainable development.



The keyword map thus serves as an integrative representation of the critical elements for fostering sustainable tourism. It encapsulates the complex interdependencies between economic, environmental, and social factors and the marketing strategies essential to crafting sustainable tourism destinations. The interwoven nature of these concepts within the map calls for an inclusive, stakeholder-engaged model of sustainable tourism development.




4.2. Thematic Content Analysis


In this section, we will look at the three main themes identified carefully and independently by each author, analyzing the studies selected for systematic literature review.



4.2.1. Sustainable Place Branding Creating Tourism Experiences and Engagement


Nowadays, almost every country and region engages in tourism activities, as it has the potential to create economic gains and social and environmental benefits. Tourism accounts for about 9% of the world’s GDP and is one of the fastest-growing industries [48]. However, the tourism industry has experienced some major shifts in recent years, one of which is a shift away from standardized mass tourism [49] to more specialized alternative tourism. The studies selected for the analysis show that sustainable tourism is one of the tools that allows destination managers to build more innovative and attractive tourism products [50], for example, by emphasizing sustainability through local businesses, local food, and local culture. Further analysis [51] reveals that in today’s tourism landscape, visitors are interested in activities, accommodation, local food, and unique surroundings, which all form the green image of the destination.



When destination managers and stakeholders create and offer more sustainable tourism experiences, it creates visitors’ emotional responses like connection, attraction, and involvement [52,53]. The study [52] emphasizes that when visitors engage with sustainable destinations, they build a positive relationship with the destination, which also leads to better satisfaction with the destination. Overall, it promotes environmentally responsible behavior of the visitors’ where visitors now become advocates of the destination and protect and promote sustainable practices. However, it is also argued [53] that perceptions of the environment quality, first impressions, and awareness of the sustainability and pro-environmental behavior of the destination play a role. In this context, a study [54] argues that one’s engagement and environmentally responsible behavior will largely depend on one’s personal characteristics and fit with the characteristics of the sustainable destination. Positive outcomes can be created when a visitor feels compatible with the destination and there is a fit between visitors’ individual characteristics and motives and the destination. Overall, it can be concluded that the engagement with the sustainable destination among each visitor will largely depend on the complex individual, behavioral, emotional, and cognitive characteristics and how these characteristics align with those within the sustainable destination.




4.2.2. Sustainable Place Creating Positive Brand Outcomes


The second theme identified in the selected studies reveals that sustainable place branding efforts tend to lead to positive brand outcomes that ensure that a sustainable place brand is unique and memorable. Some studies take a rather general approach, discussing the general attributes of sustainable place branding, suggesting that communication and information technologies [55] and UNESCO Natural and Cultural Heritage designation [56] are significant components of building a sustainable brand. Further, studies argue that all economic, environmental, legal, ethical, and philanthropic responsibility activities performed by the stakeholders in the particular destination can build a strong destination image that differentiates the destination from others for visitors [57,58,59] and residents [30]. These efforts also form positive brand attitudes [43] and increase the perceived functional, convenience, emotional, social, and epistemic value of the destination [60] by identifying traits in the destination that tourists greatly value. Studies also demonstrate that sustainable destination branding not only enhances brand love and engagement [58] but also fosters trust in the destination brand and its offerings [61,62], ultimately reinforcing the destination’s reputation for trustworthiness [2]. In turn, it serves as a compelling incentive for potential visitors to choose the destination for their travels.



Studies [63,64] also propose a concept of green brand equity that explains the overall “destination’s greening practices” [63] and “consumer’s subjective appraisal of organizational efforts that involve creating service exchanges and producing, promoting, packaging and reclaiming products in a manner that is sensitive or responsive to ecological concerns”. According to these studies [63,64], green equity strongly predicts value and brand equity. In the same vein, studies also confirm that positive brand impressions and outcomes can further enhance the destinations’ brand equity [59,65], a crucial factor for destinations’ differentiation, and summarize the competitive strengths that sustainable place branding can provide.




4.2.3. Impact on Intention Visitors’ Loyalty and Positive Word of Mouth


Finally, the last theme identified in the studies shows a strong link between sustainable place branding and the behavioral outcomes of the visitors’. Pro-environmental branding and labeling efforts lead to the intention to consume eco-tourism products [66] and visit sustainable destinations [62]. Furthermore, sustainable and green actions at the destination level can also promote willingness to revisit a destination in the post-travel stage [57,62,67,68]. Studies [57] credit destinations’ efforts to build a sustainable brand image that involves all stakeholders with favorable results. Also, personal factors, such as perceptions, awareness, and concerns for environmental protection [67,68], are identified as significant determinants for revisit intention.



Positive word-of-mouth (WOM) in both physical and electronic environments significantly impacts future visitors. Visitors who are overall satisfied with their experiences at the destination [30,69,70] are willing to promote the destination to their close contacts through informal communication [59] and eWOM (blogs, microblogs, review sites, social network sites, media-sharing sites, etc.) platforms [57,59,67,70].



Finally, a large body of literature shows sustainable place branding efforts create loyalty [57,61,63,64,69,71]. Visitors tend to see sustainable and green initiatives as a marketing program that fosters loyalty alongside other promotional efforts [64]. The human-place relationship is formed through positive self and place image match [71] and is also guided by unconscious beliefs [63] and satisfaction with tourism offerings and images [69]. However, study findings also emphasize differences in achieving these outcomes, mainly due to cultural differences, for example, among Asian and Western tourists [57].






5. Discussion and Conclusions


5.1. Summary of the Research Findings


This systematic literature review meticulously examined the nexus between sustainable place branding and its influence on visitor perceptions, engagement, and behaviors, highlighting the significant role these elements play in shaping the future of tourism destinations.



The analysis of 26 articles rigorously selected from 106 highlights a notable shift in academic literature toward recognizing sustainable place branding as a critical driver for creating differentiated and memorable tourism experiences. These experiences resonate deeply with tourists’ evolving expectations for sustainability, resulting in enhanced destination image, increased trust, and higher perceived value and loyalty among visitors. Key findings suggest that effectively communicated sustainable branding efforts significantly boost visitor engagement and satisfaction, fostering environmentally responsible behaviors and encouraging positive word-of-mouth recommendations. Moreover, the review identifies a strategic imperative for destination marketers and policymakers: to integrate sustainability into the core of destination branding strategies, thereby meeting the growing demand for responsible travel experiences and ensuring the long-term competitiveness and appeal of tourism destinations. The synthesis of these insights not only contributes to academic discourse but also offers practical guidance for developing sustainable, resilient, and inclusive tourist destinations, paving the way for future research to explore the long-term effectiveness of sustainable branding across different cultural and geographical contexts.




5.2. Conclusions


This systematic literature review has rigorously examined the nexus between sustainable place branding, sustainability, and social responsibility, highlighting these elements’ critical role in shaping tourism destinations. The review, which successfully identified and synthesized studies from the Web of Science database, has provided a nuanced understanding of how sustainable branding practices affect visitor perceptions, engagement, and, ultimately, the sustainability of tourism destinations.



Our findings underscore the importance of sustainable place branding in creating memorable and engaging tourism experiences that align with visitors’ values and expectations towards sustainability and social responsibility. The thematic analysis revealed that sustainable tourism practices enhance destination competitiveness and contribute to environmental preservation, social equity, and economic viability. Visitors’ engagement with sustainable destinations fosters a positive relationship, improving satisfaction and promoting environmentally responsible behavior.



Furthermore, the review highlighted the evolving nature of tourism, where destinations increasingly leverage sustainability as a strategic branding element to differentiate themselves and meet the growing demand for responsible travel experiences. The literature synthesis points to a shift from mass tourism to more personalized, sustainable tourism experiences, underscoring the need for destinations to integrate sustainability deeply into their branding and operational strategies.




5.3. Discussion


5.3.1. Implications for Practice


The findings of this review have several implications for tourism practitioners and policymakers. Firstly, there is a clear indication that destinations should prioritize sustainability and social responsibility in their branding efforts. This includes marketing sustainable practices and implementing concrete actions that contribute to the preservation of the environment, the well-being of local communities, and the provision of economic benefits to a wide range of stakeholders.



Secondly, the positive outcomes associated with sustainable place branding—such as enhanced brand equity, visitor loyalty, and positive word-of-mouth—emphasize the strategic advantage of embedding sustainability into the core of destination branding strategies. Tourism managers and marketers can leverage these insights to design and promote tourism experiences that resonate with the values of responsible travelers.



Thirdly, encourage destinations to pursue sustainability certifications from recognized organizations. Detail how these certifications can serve as a marketing tool, enhancing a destination’s reputation and appealing to eco-conscious travelers. Discuss the process and benefits of obtaining such certifications.



Fourth, expand on the importance of engaging local communities in the implementation and planning stages of sustainable tourism initiatives. Offer examples of community-led tourism projects and how they contribute to a stronger, more authentic place brand.



Fifth, highlight the role of public-private partnerships in leveraging resources, expertise, and networks for sustainable place branding. Discuss successful case studies where such collaborations have led to innovative sustainability projects and enhanced destination branding.



Finally, visitor education initiatives indicate that destinations must promote sustainable behaviors among tourists. These initiatives can include informational campaigns, sustainability tours, and interactive experiences that educate visitors on preserving the destination’s natural and cultural assets.




5.3.2. Directions for Future Research


While this review has contributed valuable insights into the relationship between sustainable place branding, sustainability, and social responsibility, it also identifies areas for further investigation. Future research could explore the long-term impacts of sustainable branding on destination competitiveness and sustainability. Additionally, studies could examine the role of emerging technologies and digital platforms in facilitating sustainable tourism practices and enhancing visitor engagement. We recommend that future studies employ quantitative and qualitative research methods to deepen the understanding of sustainable place branding’s impact on visitor perceptions and behaviors. This mixed-methods approach can unveil nuanced insights into the effectiveness of various sustainable branding strategies.



Future research could examine how global events (such as pandemics, economic crises, or climate change events) affect sustainable place branding strategies and visitor perceptions. This line of inquiry could provide insights into resilience and adaptability in place branding.



Moreover, there is a need for more comparative studies that investigate the effectiveness of different sustainable place branding strategies across various cultural and geographical contexts. Research could provide deeper insights into how sustainability can be tailored and communicated effectively to diverse audiences.





5.4. Concluding Remarks


In conclusion, this systematic literature review has highlighted the pivotal role of sustainable place branding in promoting tourism destinations as environmentally responsible, socially equitable, and economically viable. By embracing sustainability and social responsibility, destinations can enhance their appeal to visitors and contribute to the broader goals of sustainable development. As the tourism industry continues to evolve, integrating sustainability into place branding strategies will remain a critical factor in shaping the future of tourism.
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Figure 1. PRISMA framework for systematic literature review. 
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Figure 2. Article distribution by year of publication. 
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Figure 3. Article distribution by journal of publishing. 
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Figure 4. Article distribution by country. 
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Figure 5. Article distribution by research methods. 






Figure 5. Article distribution by research methods.



[image: Sustainability 16 03312 g005]







[image: Sustainability 16 03312 g006] 





Figure 6. Keyword Map of Sustainable Place Branding Literature. 
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