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ABSTRACT
Destination brand identity has become a crucial topic in tourism research, garnering 
considerable significance recently. This study aims to provide a scholarly contribution by 
conducting a bibliometric mapping analysis, specifically focusing on identifying areas that 
will significantly impact future research. The research uses SciMAT software to structure 
various topics into clusters based on their similarities and scientifically map them. The data 
sample comprises 295 papers published in the SCOPUS database between 1995 and 2022. 
The findings show the evolutionary structure of pertinent domains. The analysis identified 
eight main themes and proposed a research agenda to guide future lines of research: (a) 
tourist destination, (b) communications and digital technologies, (c) co-creation; (d) place 
branding, (e) cultural identity, (f) sustainable destination, (g) dimensionality, and (h) 
destination satisfaction. This article is a pioneering document in mapping this field of 
research, as it identifies relevant areas and sub-areas for current and future research. As a 
result, this article should be considered a guide for tourism and hospitality researchers.

IMPACT STATEMENT
The significance of destination brand identity has increased in tourism research and 
practice, leading to a crucial research topic. This research aims to uncover important 
areas that influence future inquiries through an extensive bibliometric mapping analysis. 
Using SciMAT software, papers published between 1995 and 2022 were meticulously 
clustered based on their correlations and scientific mapping. The results reveal an 
evolutionary framework that encompasses eight primary themes, including tourist 
destinations, digital technologies, co-creation, place branding, cultural identity, 
sustainability, dimensionality, and destination satisfaction. This pioneering article maps 
these domains and proposes a comprehensive research agenda, guiding present and 
future inquiries in the tourism and hospitality sphere. This work is an invaluable resource 
for scholars and practitioners alike, shaping the trajectory of research in this field.

1.  Introduction

The tourism industry has become increasingly competitive over the past two decades. In today’s global-
ized world, tourist destinations are under pressure to distinguish themselves from their competitors (Leal 
et  al., 2022; Mabillard et  al., 2023). Therefore, it is essential to use place branding strategies to attract 
visitors, residents, or investors (Hanna et  al., 2021; Wäckerlin et  al., 2020). However, the COVID-19 pan-
demic has significantly changed the highly competitive global tourism market since 2019. As a result, 
destinations are rethinking their strategies in this new post-pandemic era (Madzík et  al., 2023; Ndou 
et  al., 2022; Toubes et  al., 2021; Zaman et  al., 2021).

In spite of the pandemic, by 2022, international tourism had recovered to 63% of its pre-pandemic 
levels. Europe led the way, registering 585 million arrivals in 2022 to achieve 79% of their pre-pandemic 
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levels (World Tourism Organization, 2023b). The global tourist industry experienced better-than-antici-
pated growth in 2022 thanks to significant pent-up demand and the removal or relaxation of travel 
restrictions (Singh et al., 2022). More specifically, over 700 million tourists traveled internationally between 
January and July 2023, 43% more than the number of tourists in 2022 but still 16% less than in 2019 
(World Tourism Organization, 2023b, 2023a).

Destination branding is relevant to research for positioning tourist destinations in a global market 
(Ávila-Robinson & Wakabayashi, 2018; Bregoli, 2013; Ruiz-Real et  al., 2020). Tourist destinations have 
developed brands as a strategic and differentiating element to highlight each distinctive aspect of 
their competitiveness (Pike & Page, 2014; Ruiz-Real et  al., 2020). Some recent efforts to build destina-
tion brand management frameworks emphasize that destination branding has unique features that 
need to be understood (Saraniemi & Komppula, 2019). For instance, identity allows identifying individ-
ual associations attributed to the destination, implying a promise of meaning and experience of a 
tourist place (Cai, 2002; Pike & Page, 2014; Ruzzier & de Chernatony, 2013; Ruzzier & Go, 2008). In this 
context, the destination identity describes the essence of the place, which originates from the interac-
tion with the different stakeholders (Hanna & Rowley, 2011; Saraniemi & Komppula, 2019; Yen et  al., 
2020). Therefore, destination identity has increased interest in academic literature. Specifically, during 
the last years, it has been possible to identify that brand identity has emerged as an essential research 
line in the context of the destination (Ávila-Robinson & Wakabayashi, 2018; Ruiz-Real et  al., 2020; Tsaur 
et  al., 2016). Nevertheless, there is a lack of systematic analysis of the contributions made around the 
concept and the future lines of research that may derive from it. In turn, Koseoglu et  al. (2016) have 
considered that bibliometric studies should be a theoretical basis for strengthening and promoting 
tourism knowledge.

Our research seeks to fill this gap through a bibliometric analysis literature review. Bibliometric anal-
ysis has gained relevance in tourism (Bastidas-Manzano et  al., 2021; Ruiz-Real et  al., 2020). This research 
contextualizes current research approaches and analyses potential domains in future lines of research 
(Benckendorff & Zehrer, 2013).

This study is organized in the following manner: The subsequent part comprehensively assesses the 
existing literature on destination brand identity. Subsequently, a comprehensive exposition of the meth-
odological framework, findings, and subsequent analysis is presented. Then, this study presents the 
research agenda and finally a conclusion, summarizes the findings, and acknowledges the constraints 
encountered during the research process.

2.  Theoretical background

2.1.  Destination brand identity

Brand identity represents a set of unique attributes and associations (Aaker, 1996). In other words, 
identity is the essence of a brand, which should be shared with and communicated to the different 
stakeholders (Saraniemi & Komppula, 2019; da Silveira et  al., 2013). A well-managed identity allows the 
organization to differentiate itself from its competitors (Madhavaram et  al., 2005; da Silveira et  al., 
2013). Previous research has shown that consumers choose brands close to their identity and promote 
credibility and trust, favoring attitudes and behaviors to strengthen consumption (Alnawas & Altarifi, 
2016). Traditional literature suggests that brand identity is a static and consistent construct created by 
the organization (Aaker, 1996; de Chernatony, 1999). However, most recent branding literature recon-
ceptualizes it and establishes that the organization must consider the dynamism of market environ-
ments and the consumer’s growing role as a co-creator of the brand identity (da Silveira et  al., 2013; 
Kennedy & Guzmán, 2016; Pareek & Harrison, 2020). The current academic framework indicates that 
brand identity is a co-creation process. Identity is created through social construction and dynamic 
and complex interactions between the organization and its stakeholders (Essamri et  al., 2019; Iglesias 
et  al., 2020).

Since the middle of the 1990s, brand identity has been gaining relevance in the tourism industry. For 
instance, the cruise industry believes that the brand needs character and distinctiveness (Aaker, 1996). A 
brand without identity makes it difficult for tourists to recognize a place to visit (Marti, 1993). At the 
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same time, the gastronomic industry has indicated that the brand must focus on specific products or 
segments to express an identity (Hudson, 1993). Pritchard and Morgan (1995) were the first to examine 
brand identity in the destination context. They indicated that even when some destinations are similar, 
they can be differentiated through their identity (Pritchard & Morgan, 1996). Therefore, each tourist des-
tination should build its identity to indicate its unique and differentiating aspect (Morgan & Pritchard, 
1999; Pritchard & Morgan, 1998).

A destination builds its brand identity based on competitiveness, uniqueness, and desired identity 
(Gnoth, 2002; Ruzzier & Go, 2008). Furthermore, developing the identity of a place must be a dialogue 
process among the stakeholders (Kavaratzis & Hatch, 2013; Saraniemi & Komppula, 2019). Different 
authors have investigated brand identity to explain the essence and meaning of the tourist destination 
(Wheeler et  al., 2011; Yen et  al., 2020) and communicate their identity so that a place is more competi-
tive and attractive for tourists (Usakli & Baloglu, 2011). For example, in rural destinations, Cai (2002) 
proposed that destination brand identity should match the vision and perception of the place that 
should be perceived in the market. Dredge and Jenkins (2003) posit that the correct development of 
destination identity allows to present and attract tourists to a place. Subsequently, Ruzzier and Go (2008) 
determined destination brand identity to develop cultural and visual elements to persuade tourists to 
prefer a destination. As a result, the progressive increase in studies and the evolution of brand identity 
models have allowed us to recognize the complex process of identity construction (Kavaratzis & Hatch, 
2013). Destination identity should be created by social and dynamic interactions between internal and 
external stakeholders (Saraniemi & Komppula, 2019).

Consequently, destination identity is the meaning created by social and dynamic interactions among 
multi-stakeholders. Identity makes a destination different from its competitors, creating a more attractive 
destination than similar tourist places (Kah et  al., 2020; Yen et  al., 2020). The identity of a destination mea-
sures the experience and perception of tourists, which provides instruments to maintain or modify the 
relationship of the place with travelers and stakeholders (Hanna et  al., 2021). It offers unique associations 
attributed to the destination, which implies a promise of meaning to the tourists (Ruiz-Real et  al., 2020).

3.  Materials and method

Bibliometric analysis is a quantitative study of previously published articles (Broadus, 1987). The analysis 
uses statistical measures to compile and conceptualize publications through bibliographic data (Pritchard, 
1969). In addition, bibliometrics provides information patterns through illustrative scientific mappings 
(Cobo et  al., 2011; Zupic & Čater, 2015).

This study focuses on bibliometric analysis based on relational techniques. Specifically, bibliometric 
mapping has employed it (Cobo et  al., 2011). It represents how the different research fields and disci-
plines relate (Small, 1999). This procedure proposes a structure of scientific knowledge that dynamically 
changes over time (Cobo et  al., 2012). The technique uses closely related co-words to establish relation-
ships and build a conceptual scheme for the study approach (Koseoglu et  al., 2016). This method can 
connect keywords when written in the article’s title, abstract, or keyword list (Zupic & Čater, 2015).

This study utilizes SciMAT software is performed because the proposed scientific mapping allows a 
comparative longitudinal study between periods. SciMAT is free software that bases its methodology on 
analyzing, detecting, and visualizing thematic areas (Cobo et  al., 2012). Moreover, it defines research lines 
and subareas of one or more periods to explore a thematic evolution and provides information patterns 
through illustrative scientific mappings (Aparicio et  al., 2019; Zupic & Čater, 2015). In previous bibliomet-
ric studies, co-occurrence analyses have used SciMAT due to its adequate visualization and interpretation 
of the information (Bastidas-Manzano et  al., 2021).

3.1.  Research objectives and research questions

The research objective is to contextualize and describe the main topics in the destination brand identity 
and the proposal for future research through relational techniques. Consequently, three research ques-
tions have been raised:
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RQ1. How has research on destination brand identity evolved between 1995 and 2022 regarding the 
number of publications and citations? RQ2. How have research themes and subfields on destination 
brand identity evolved? And RQ3. What are the destination brand identity’s most relevant themes and 
theoretical foundations during the last five years.?

3.2.  Search protocol and identification of data sources

A search protocol (Figure 1) has been conducted to adequately collect articles (Page & Moher, 2017). The 
selection process is essential to increase the validity and reliability of a bibliometric analysis (Koseoglu 
et  al., 2016). The data were downloaded from Scopus. This database is considered the largest 
multi-disciplinary repository of peer-reviewed publications in social science research (Donthu et  al., 2020). 
In addition, it provides a more extensive collection of journals related to tourism than comparable data-
bases (Agapito, 2020; Benckendorff & Zehrer, 2013).

Protocol research begins with. the search equation; (TITLE-ABS-KEY (‘destination’) AND (‘identity’) OR (‘iden-
tities’) AND TITLE-ABS-KEY (‘brand’) OR (‘branding’)). The first sample was downloaded on March 12, 2023, 
which resulted in 387 documents. In the second stage, three criteria have been applied in the advanced 
search process: a) only peer-reviewed articles, b) only articles written in English, and c) only documents pub-
lished until December 31, 2022. As a result, a new sample of 349 documents has been obtained.

A general scan of titles, abstracts, and keywords has been conducted in the third stage. Each 
pre-selected article has been reviewed to discard isolated articles unrelated to the destination brand 
identity area. Consequently, 41 papers have been removed because although their abstracts included 
words like ‘destination’, ‘identity’, or ‘identities’,; their approach was not related to brand identity or brand 
destination. The final sample analyzed in this investigation consists of 295 documents. Once the final 
sample has been selected, a comprehensive database review has been carried out. This process is 
required to refine and standardize the metadata obtained from the SCOPUS database (Benckendorff & 
Zehrer, 2013; Cobo et  al., 2012).

4.  Results

4.1.  General status and evolution of research

This research line is relatively new. Few researchers have investigated the field of destination brand iden-
tity. Pritchard and Morgan (1995) published the first publication on this topic. Thereafter, the develop-
ment of scientific production has been slow from 1995 to 2015 (Figure 2). However, this area has 
substantially increased production in the last seven years (2016–2022).

The general citation structure is relatively concentrated (Table 1). It is observed that the largest group 
of citations is composed of ten articles with a sum of 3.645 citations (35.15%). On the other hand, 45 
articles (16.79%) have not been cited during this research. According to Niñerola et  al. (2019), this occurs 
because they have little scientific relevance, or this group of articles was published recently, so there has 
not been time to be cited by other research yet.

Figure 1.  Research protocol on bibliometric analysis.
Source: Own elaboration based on Page and Moher (2017).
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When analyzing a general status, the SCOPUS repository indicates 295 articles were published in 133 
journals, with 10,011 citations until December 31, 2022. The most productive journal is Destination 
Marketing & Management, with sixteen articles. Regarding citations received, the journal with the high-
est number is Tourism Management. Most journals specialize in the hospitality, leisure, sport, and tourism 
categories. However, some papers have been published in marketing, business, or environmental sciences.

Concerning geographical affiliation (Figure 3), 287 researchers affiliated with 160 universities in 70 
countries. The most productive research is from the United States, followed by the United Kingdom. 
Researchers tend to select samples for their studies from the same country where they are affiliated.

4.2.  Research trends in a longitudinal study

The longitudinal study provides information on the evolution of related topics (Cobo et  al., 2012). The 
mapping was performed using scientific maps based on three periods (Jiménez-García et  al., 2020). Each 
period was evaluated depending on the number of publications (Cobo et  al., 2011). The first period is 
from 1995 to 2010 (48 articles), the second period is from 2011 to 2016 (97 articles), and the third period 
is from 2016 to 2022 (149 articles). As a result, twelve thematic areas were considered (Figure 4). The 
topics have been associated with the co-words with a minimum of five repetitions (del Río-Rama et  al., 
2020; Ruiz-Real et  al., 2020). Each thematic area is a group of topics that develop over one or several 
periods. These subjects are analyzed to identify the evolution of the research area through their origins 
and interrelationships of topics (Aparicio et  al., 2019).

As a result, every subject has the potential to relate to a single thematic area or to be connected to 
multiple thematic areas. When there is a solid line, this relationship indicates that the two topics are 
related; either one of the themes is a component of the other, or the two themes share the exact key-
words. However, a dotted line indicates a subject divided due to substantial growth in the inquiry as 
new key themes, meaning that themes share components but not totally. Themes with no prior connec-
tion are regarded as new themes that emerged throughout the period (Cobo et  al., 2012).

For example, the transversal theme ‘tourist destination’ pertains to 2011 through 2022. All brand iden-
tity studies are applied in a tourist destination because it has been determined that identity contributes 
to the destination’s identification and competitiveness in drawing tourists. Additionally, it is noted that 

Figure 2. E volution of published articles.
Source: Own elaboration (2023).

Table 1. G eneral citation structure.
Numbers of citations TA % of 268 TC % of 10,011 TC/TA

>201 citations 11 3.73% 4,332 43.27% 393.82
151–200 citations 3 1.02% 508 5.07% 169.33
101–150 citations 6 2.03% 753 7.52% 125.50
51–100 citations 16 5.42% 1,131 11.30% 70.69
11–50 citations 115 38.98% 2,790 27.87% 24.26
1–10 citations 116 39.32% 497 4.96% 4.28
0 citations 28 9.49% 0 0.00% 0.00
Total 295 100.00% 10,011 100.00% 33.94

Source: Own elaboration (2023). Note: TA = Total number of articles; TC = Total number of citations; TC/TA = Average Citations per Article.
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from 2017 to 2020, the term ‘tourist destination’ includes a double dotted line, signifying those specific 
themes—like ‘satisfaction’ and ‘cultural identity’—share elements but not entirely. Due to the substantial 
increase in each topic’s inquiry, both issues start to be studied independently.

Figure 4. L ongitudinal evolution thematic map.
Source: SciMAT. (Cobo et  al., 2012).

Figure 3.  Map of affiliated articles.
Source: Own elaboration (2023).
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We can confirm that ‘destination branding’ has focused its research on ‘co-creation’ according to the 
longitudinal map. Research started to emphasize the importance of the various stakeholders in a desti-
nation, including the visitors, investors, and residents who participate in co-creating the destination 
brand identity. Similarly, it is noted that travelers have started to think about the social responsibility and 
environmental awareness that the destination communicates. Therefore, sustainability has emerged as a 
relevant research topic in recent years.

Previous bibliometric studies have analyzed the main keywords to propose a research agenda during 
the most recent period (2017–2022). Since they study the most up-to-date research trends (Agapito, 
2020; Bastidas-Manzano et  al., 2021; Ruiz-Real et  al., 2020). Each cluster results from the thematic areas 
grouped according to their similarity in co-word treatment (Cobo et  al., 2012). As a result, during the last 
six years, analysis has allowed the proposition of eight general themes (Figure 5): a) brand identity in the 
tourist destination, b) communications and digital technologies, c) co-creation of destination brand iden-
tity, d) Place branding, e) cultural identity, f ) sustainable destination, g) dimensionality and consequences, 
and h) satisfaction.

The strategic diagram is classified into four categories, and each quadrant explains the different scopes 
of the research field (Figure 4). According to Cobo et  al. (2011), the clusters in the upper-right quadrant 
are called ‘motor themes’. These themes are related externally to others conceptually closely related to 
the research field. There is a highly developed structure in the research field. For instance, during 2017–
2022, the motor theme ‘tourist destination (cluster A)’, ‘communication (cluster B)’, and ‘co-creation (clus-
ter C)’, have been the essence of the destination brand identity research. These topics and subtopics are 
fundamental in theoretical concepts and models, such as destination branding, image, development, 
perception, management, and destination.

Themes in the upper-left quadrant are known as highly developed and isolated themes (Cobo et  al., 
2011). Then, the topics located in this quadrant are sufficiently specialized and peripheral in subjects. For 
example, ‘destination loyalty (cluster G)’ and ‘satisfaction (cluster H)’ are themes specialized in their 
research areas, but they have not fully developed in the context of destination brand identity. The sub-
jects represented in the lower-left quadrant are emerging or declining themes. These clusters are weakly 
developed and marginal research fields or disappearing subjects in the research context (Cobo et  al., 
2011). The only topic in this quadrant is ‘sustainability (cluster F)’. Although this issue has been researched, 
it is in this period that the topic begins to position itself as an emerging and relevant issue in the des-
tination brand identity.

Finally, themes in the lower-right quadrant are denominated ‘basic and transversal themes’. (Cobo 
et  al., 2011). This group of themes is relevant for research and needs more investigation. In this period, 
‘Place branding (cluster D)’ and ‘Cultural identity (cluster E) are considered the most relevant and trans-
versal cross-cutting themes in this field of research.

Figure 5.  Strategic diagram based on the number of documents.
Source: SciMAT. (Cobo et  al., 2012).
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5.  Discussion

5.1.  Research agenda: Challenges and opportunities on research trends

5.1.1.  Theme A: Brand identity in the tourist destination
The term destination brand identity has been employed in a variety of tourism-related sectors, including 
winemaking (Scorrano et  al., 2019), gastronomy (Coughlan & Hattingh, 2020), entertainment (Zhang 
et  al., 2019), and tourist place (Saraniemi & Komppula, 2019; Tsaur et  al., 2016). Therefore, the concept 
of destination brand identity has been utilized with different emphases. As a result, there is no agree-
ment on the most standardized definition. However, destination brand identity may be defined as the 
essence, vision, and meaning of how the destination should be perceived in the marketplace by visitors 
and other stakeholders (Kah et  al., 2020; Saraniemi & Komppula, 2019). In this context, the task for future 
research projects is to propose a general and transversal definition, define the essential characteristics, 
and choose an appropriate brand identity theory to approach destination branding in the tourism indus-
try (Merz et  al., 2009; Vargo & Lusch, 2017).

The challenge should be to explore the theoretical foundations, applicability, and effectiveness in the 
dynamic and competitive landscape of destination branding within the tourism sector. Also, understand-
ing the effects of COVID-19 on tourist behavior raises. Firstly, the increase in digitalization and access to 
information about tourist destinations has changed how tourists choose their destinations (Hadjielias 
et  al., 2022; Madzík et  al., 2023; Ndou et  al., 2022). Secondly, the pandemic has raised awareness among 
tourists about the importance of caring for the environment. This environmental consciousness has 
altered tourists’ preferences, with a greater emphasis on sustainable destinations and practices (Alreahi 
et  al., 2023; Candia & Pirlone, 2021; Karagiannis & Andrinos, 2021). These changes could profoundly 
impact the tourism industry, reconfiguring how destinations are promoted and how environmentally 
conscious travelers choose and experience their trips.

5.1.2.  Theme B: Communications and digital technologies
The channels or strategies used to communicate and advertise a tourist location are conceptualized as 
brand communications (Hanna et  al., 2021). The dissemination of communication strategies, such as tra-
ditional or virtual platforms, creates brand identity (Kennedy & Guzmán, 2016). In addition, online com-
munities for exchanging knowledge and experiences are created through new communication 
technologies (Black & Veloutsou, 2017).

According to Saraniemi and Komppula (2019), conventional alternatives for interaction between the trav-
eler and the destination include publicity, word of mouth, and advertising. The outbreak of COVID-19 has had 
a significant impact on the tourism industry’s communication channels and technology. To keep the connec-
tion between tourist destinations, companies, and travelers, digital technologies were rapidly adopted during 
the pandemic (T. Borges-Tiago et  al., 2021; Ndou et  al., 2022; Sigala, 2020). There was a significant increase in 
online communication platforms such as video conferencing, social media, and messaging applications, which 
became vital tools for maintaining communication between tourism actors and potential tourists (Femenia-Serra 
et  al., 2022; Oltra González et  al., 2021; Toubes et  al., 2021). Virtual channels have become an essential form 
of modern communication for visitors to identify themselves and determine whether or not to travel to the 
place (de Rosa et al., 2019). Tourists highly prefer virtual resources when discovering a destination (Bokunewicz 
& Shulman, 2017). For example, some tourist destinations use YouTube (Huertas et  al., 2017), social media 
influencers (Wellman et  al., 2020), social networks (Jabreel et  al., 2018), place websites (Hinson et  al., 2020), 
or travel agency websites, such as Booking or TripAdvisor (Borges-Tiago et  al., 2021).

Opportunities and challenges for future research in destination brand identity are highlighted in the 
convergence of online social networks and new technologies, such as artificial intelligence (AI). COVID-19 
accelerated digitalization and innovation in the tourism industry, transforming the way people commu-
nicate, plan, and experience travel (Madzík et  al., 2023; Pardo & Ladeiras, 2020). In this context, a key 
opportunity lies in leveraging online social networks as dynamic platforms to effectively communicate a 
destination’s identity. However, this also raises significant challenges, such as understanding how to eth-
ically integrate AI into cultural communication without compromising authenticity or raising privacy con-
cerns. Additionally, research will be required to evaluate how adopting these technologies impacts 
tourists’ perceptions of cultural authenticity and their overall experience at the destination.
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5.1.3.  Theme C: Co-creation of destination brand identity
Prahalad and Ramaswamy (2004) have introduced the concept of co-creation in business and manage-
ment to measure the dynamics of connections between firms and consumers. Co-creation is manifested 
in the collaboration and participation of stakeholders to make decisions and create mutual advantages 
(Vargo & Lusch, 2017) There is little specialized evidence on the co-creation of destination brand identity 
studies. For example, Black and Veloutsou (2017) have investigated brand identity co-creation from three 
sources: the brand, the individual consumer, and the brand community. According to their findings, 
brand identity is produced through a dynamic and social process involving multiple stakeholder interac-
tions. In the same vein, Iglesias et  al. (2020) have affirmed that the co-creation of corporate brand iden-
tity is a collaborative, dynamic, and continuous process that involves multiple internal and external 
stakeholders. It is accomplished through four stakeholders’ performances: communicating, internalizing, 
replying, and explaining. Unfortunately, in the context of tourist destinations, previous studies have 
focused mainly on the perception and participation of tourists.

Future research should include other stakeholders during the identity co-creation process, such as resi-
dents (Casais & Monteiro, 2019), communities (Daldanise, 2020), employees of the tourism sector of hotels 
(Chung & Byrom, 2021), restaurants (Zahari et  al., 2019), and tourist agencies (M. Borges-Tiago et  al., 2021). 
Therefore, the interaction and transfer of the destination brand’s experiences, feelings, perceptions, and 
aspirations should collectively create the brand identity (Leal et  al., 2022). Therefore, given the paucity of 
specialized evidence on destination brand identity co-creation, there is potential for formulating unique 
theoretical frameworks that could future study in this domain. These conceptual frameworks can systemat-
ically examine the dynamics and relationships among stakeholders in the co-creation process.

The challenge pertains to the intricacy of effectively managing numerous interactions among diverse 
stakeholders during the co-creation process, intensifying the complexity of managing multiple interactions. 
Effectively coordinating and analyzing these interactions while preserving the complexity of many perspec-
tives poses a significant challenge. In turn, developing appropriate metrics will be necessary to evaluate the 
impact and effectiveness of interactions in forming brand identity poses methodological challenges.

5.1.4.  Theme D: Place branding
Tourism marketing has researched place brandings from different approaches, such as place, destina-
tion, city, and nation (Zavattaro, 2016). In all these concepts, the interest in the place’s social and 
economic dimensions coincides (Pike & Page, 2014). Therefore, some authors have indicated that place 
and destination can be analyzed similarly (Hanna et  al., 2021). In contrast, others have pointed out 
that the concepts have different scopes (Chigora & Hoque, 2018). As a result of this lack of general-
ization, it provides an ideal opportunity for the study area to propose a contemporary conceptualiza-
tion. Also, examine the reaching of terms similarly or differentially in the context of destination brand 
identity. Place branding is a complex concept due to the high competitiveness of tourist markets and 
the coordination and influence of multiple stakeholders (Kotsi et  al., 2018). For this reason, the research 
should consider the different stakeholders of the place brand (Casais & Monteiro, 2019).

Thus, a challenge for future research is to study the co-creation of destination identity. Understand 
how the different stakeholders collaborate and participate in creating the destination identity. Then, 
there is an opportunity for future researchers to apply the theory of service-dominant logic in this line 
of research (Vargo & Lusch, 2017).

5.1.5.  Theme E: Cultural identity
The destination culture can be defined as the essence and expression of a tourist place (Kavaratzis & Hatch, 
2013). Culture develops the destination’s meaning to tourists (Saraniemi & Komppula, 2019). The destination 
culture is expressed through values and cultural elements from local geography, tradition, and behavior (Tsaur 
et al., 2016; Yen et al., 2020). The identity of the destination culture sphere expresses the patrimonial and cultural 
riches (Berrozpe et  al., 2017). Furthermore, it creates distinctive preferences for a destination by describing its 
cultural benefits regarding quality of life and promoting local activities (Ruzzier & de Chernatony, 2013).

Consequently, one of the key challenges in researching destination culture lies in the intricate task of 
defining and measuring the identity culture essence of a tourist locale. The challenges include the 
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subjective measurement of culture, dealing with cultural diversity within destinations, adapting to 
dynamic cultural changes over time, understanding the interconnectedness of cultural elements, gauging 
tourists’ perceptions, and addressing the sustainability of cultural preservation amidst tourism develop-
ment. The research must navigate these challenges through interdisciplinary approaches to capture the 
richness and diversity of destination culture accurately and holistically, acknowledging its dynamic nature 
and impact on the tourist experience.

5.1.6.  Theme F: Sustainable destination
The COVID-19 pandemic has raised collective awareness about the importance of caring for the environ-
ment. Global lockdowns have reduced human activity and provided a clear insight into how this can 
positively affect the environment (Higgins-Desbiolles, 2021; Moreno-Luna et  al., 2021; Seabra & Bhatt, 
2022). The pause has allowed people to appreciate nature more and rethink their habits, leading to the 
adoption of more sustainable practices. From responsible use of resources to conservation, society has 
shown a more profound sensitivity towards environmental protection, evidencing a significant cultural 
change (Casado-Aranda et  al., 2021; Romagosa, 2020; Seabra & Bhatt, 2022).

Sustainability has become an essential pillar in destinations. Because it offers an environmentally 
friendly image, it also improves the lives of residents and applies policies for the management to protect 
natural resources (Bastidas-Manzano et  al., 2021). Additionally, tourists are changing their perspective on 
caring for the environment. Tourists seek a sustainable destination with environmental awareness 
(Folgado-Fernández et  al., 2019). Therefore, tourist destinations must transmit all aspects of sustainable 
development on television, advertisements, websites, social media, movies, friends, and family 
(Hatzithomas et  al., 2021). Some destinations have promoted a sustainable perspective from social 
responsibility (Hassan & Soliman, 2021). However, tourist destinations have the challenge of focusing 
their positioning from an environmental, social, and economic perspective (Hatzithomas et  al., 2021). 
According to Su et  al. (2018), destination social responsibility is defined as the policies and efforts of a 
destination to carry out socially responsible activities. To be more specific, it is the perception that stake-
holders have about the obligations and actions that the destination implements to protect and improve 
the interest in the social, economic, and environmental aspects (Su et  al., 2017).

Future research in destination brand identity and sustainability presents significant opportunities and 
challenges. A key opportunity lies in exploring innovative approaches that effectively integrate a desti-
nation’s brand identity with sustainable practices. This implies the possibility of developing solid theoret-
ical models that examine brand identity formation in the context of tourism destinations and 
comprehensively consider these identities’ environmental, social, and economic impacts. Additionally, 
there is an opportunity to advance the understanding of how branding strategies can be designed to 
drive awareness and sustainable participation, promoting environmentally friendly practices and equita-
ble benefits for local communities. However, the challenges lie in the need to address the complexity of 
reconciling brand objectives with long-term sustainable practices and the search for effective metrics 
that allow evaluating the real impact of these strategies on sustainability. Furthermore, future research 
should consider the active participation of various stakeholders, including local communities, to ensure 
that sustainable destination brand identities are truly inclusive and beneficial for all actors involved.

5.1.7.  Theme G: Dimensionality and consequences
There are some models for measuring destination brand identity. Nonetheless, there is no consensus on 
the fundamental and cross-sectional dimensions. For instance, Tsaur et  al. (2016) and Yen et  al. (Yen 
et  al., 2020) suggest a scale with five dimensions: image, quality, personality, awareness, and culture. 
Berrozpe et  al. (2017), on the other hand, recommend examining physical appearance, personality, rela-
tionships, culture, self-image, and reflection. Furthermore, each researcher examined each dimension 
from their perspective. As a result, constructing a model capable of generalizing the dimensions is 
required. In the context of consequences, brand loyalty is among the most important and investigated 
topics in travel and tourism literature (Stylos & Bellou, 2019). It refers to when a visitor returns to the 
exact location or recommends one place over another (Yoon & Uysal, 2005). The literature review has 
suggested a positive relationship between brand identity and loyalty (He et  al., 2012). However, there is 
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a lack of research regarding the relationship between destination brand identity and brand loyalty. 
Hence, tourists should make a loyal connection with the brand that recognizes them (Kuenzel & Halliday, 
2010; Yang et  al., 2017). On the other side, destination identity is the basis for constructing the image 
of a tourist place (Yen et  al., 2020).

Hence, the forthcoming researchers face the challenge of delineating transversal dimensions that cut 
across diverse facets of destination brand identity. This involves comprehending the multifaceted nature 
of the identities formed and identifying overarching themes that persist across different contexts and 
studies. The challenge lies in constructing a framework that accommodates the diverse and dynamic 
elements contributing to destination brand identity, including cultural, environmental, and socio-economic 
dimensions. Consequently, destinations’ challenges are convergence and adequate communication with 
stakeholders. Finally, future research challenges to study the antecedents and consequences of destina-
tion identity. Some studies consider the image as an antecedent (Yen et  al., 2020), while other investi-
gations consider it a consequence (Foroudi et  al., 2020).

5.1.8.  Theme H: Satisfaction
Place satisfaction is a traveler’s subjective sensations about a particular destination (Stedman, 2002). It is 
defined as fulfilling tourist expectations before the trip and real expectations during the trip (Cheng et  al., 
2017). In addition, Yen et  al. (2020) have indicated that destination identity positively affects perceived 
value and tourist satisfaction because it affects their intentions to return and suggest a destination.

Therefore, a challenge for tourist destinations is continually evaluating the products and services offered to 
increase tourist satisfaction. For example, it is necessary to enhance the distinctive character of the place through 
websites to highlight the identity and promise of the tourist destination (Truong et  al., 2018). Therefore, the 
evaluation of the level of satisfaction of the tourist must be a continuous and permanent process.

Based on the previous analysis, this study provides a research agenda for future researchers in desti-
nation brand identity (Table 2).

Table 2.  Summary of implications and research agenda.
Theme A: Brand identity in the tourist destination
•	 Establish a consensus on a general definition of destination identity.
•	 Identify the main elements that make up the destination identity.
•	 Establish an appropriate brand identity theory to approach destination branding.
Theme B: Communications and digital technologies
•	 Establish which online social networks are the most appropriate to communicate the destination brand identity.
•	 Expand to other information technologies like neuromarketing, artificial intelligence, and big data to create and communicate tourist destinations.
•	 Embrace and adapt to the rapid advancement of digital technology and innovation in communication tactics caused by COVID-19.
Theme C: Co-creation of destination brand identity
•	 Inclusion of multiple stakeholders to ensure a more complete representation of perspectives and experiences in forming the 

destination’s brand identity.
•	 Coordinate and analyze complex and multiple stakeholder interactions.
•	 Development of appropriate evaluation metrics to measure the success of co-creating the destination’s brand identity.
Theme D: Place branding
•	 Study the co-creation of destination identity. Apply the theory of service-dominant logic in this line of research.
•	 Establish the differences and similarities between place, destination, nation, and city.
•	 Examine the effects of using terms in a similar or differential way
Theme E: Cultural identity
•	 Develop a definition and measurement of the essence of the destination culture.
•	 Examine tourist perception and sustainable cultural preservation.
•	 Propose an interdisciplinary approach and holistic understanding that allows us to capture the richness and diversity of a destination’s 

culture wholly and accurately.
Theme F: Sustainable destination
•	 Integrate brand identity and sustainable practices caused by COVID-19.
•	 Design of brand strategies to promote sustainability.
•	 Challenges in aligning brand objectives with sustainable practices.
•	 Inclusion of multiple stakeholders to ensure that sustainable destination brand identities are genuinely inclusive and beneficial for all actors 

involved.
Theme G: The dimensionality of destination identity
•	 Determine common dimensions of destination brand identity.
•	 How do destination brand identity dimensions differ from one study to another? Why are they proposed differently?
•	 Study antecedents and consequences of destination identity
Theme H: Satisfaction/tourist wellbeing
•	 Enhancing the distinctive identity of the place to highlight the identity and promise of the place.
•	 Continuous evaluation of tourist satisfaction to understand and improve the visitor experience.

Source: Own elaboration.
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6.  Conclusions, implications, limitations, and future research

This study uses bibliometric analysis to explore and interpret research trends. According to the results, 
destination brand identity should be analyzed as a social and dynamic structure. Additionally, tourism 
constantly competes to increase visitors, investors, and companies in today’s globalized world. 
Technological development and the internet have generated an avalanche of information available 
almost immediately, making tourism a highly competitive market. Earlier research has focused on tradi-
tional online communication methods. It is suggested that future research explores new information 
technologies such as neuromarketing, artificial intelligence, and machine learning in the context of des-
tination identity (Grundner & Neuhofer, 2021; Penagos-Londoño et  al., 2021).

The findings have suggested no agreement about conceptualizing destination identity in the tourism 
industry. There is still a gap since some authors use the theory of place branding as a transversal con-
cept. In contrast, others indicate differences between rural areas, cities, nations, and destinations (Hanna 
et  al., 2021). This study conclude that destination brand identity should not be analyzed as a static and 
consistent construct. It is necessary to reconceptualize the concept as a dynamic structure. The destina-
tion must consider the dynamism of market environments and the growing role of consumers and other 
stakeholders as co-creators of the brand identity (Saraniemi & Komppula, 2019). For this reason, destina-
tion brand identity should be defined as the destination essence created through social, collective, 
dynamic, and complex interactions between the organization and its different stakeholders.

The theoretical implications refer to the contribution of destination brand identity, specifically the 
need to adapt the dimensionality and develop a brand identity model from the co-creation perspective. 
Firstly, there are previous models from the traveler’s perspective (Berrozpe et  al., 2017; Ruzzier & de 
Chernatony, 2013; Ruzzier & Go, 2008; Saraniemi & Komppula, 2019). The current academic debate must 
broaden its horizons to include all stakeholders (tourists, residents, workers, and business managers) 
(Hanna et  al., 2021; Saraniemi & Komppula, 2019). The brand identity concept must be strengthened 
with a service-dominant logic approach. Therefore, it is crucial to broaden the study horizon according 
to a stakeholder-oriented perspective on brand identity (Merz et  al., 2009; da Silveira et  al., 2013; Vargo 
& Lusch, 2017) Secondly; the present study supports the results obtained by Tsaur et  al. (2016), who 
affirm that the scale of destination identity comprises five components: culture, awareness, personality, 
quality, and image. However, the present research findings propose that during the last five years, there 
have been opportunities to explore the tourist destination from a sustainable and socially responsible 
approach to the environment (Lee et  al., 2021; Su et  al., 2020). For this reason, it is suggested that a 
future destination identity scale and models should include the aspect of a sustainable destination.

From a managerial perspective, this research also helps better understand the implications of destina-
tion brand identity. For example, the results are an opportunity for hotel operators, restaurant owners, 
and tourism managers to identify and promote the distinctive aspects of the tourist destination to posi-
tion and increase travelers. Another management contribution is contextualizing crucial research topics 
to improve tourist managers’ market prospects, such as business models focused on new technologies 
and socially responsible businesses. Moreover, the research underscores the managerial contribution of 
contextualizing pivotal research topics that can enhance the market prospects for tourism managers. It 
points to the potential integration of business models centered on new technologies, acknowledging the 
growing influence of digital platforms and artificial intelligence in shaping the tourism landscape. 
Embracing these technologies could lead to more efficient operations, personalized services, and 
enhanced visitor experiences. Furthermore, the emphasis on socially responsible businesses aligns with 
the increasing demand for sustainable and ethical practices in the tourism sector. Tourism managers can 
leverage this insight to develop strategies contributing to the destination’s brand identity and resonating 
with modern travelers’ conscientious preferences.

Despite the contributions of this research, some limitations should be considered in future studies. 
The first limitation concerns the scope of articles analyzed in a single database. Consequently, it cannot 
be stated that all the scientific literature on destination identity has been used in this bibliometric anal-
ysis (Donthu et  al., 2020). Secondly, it cannot be affirmed that all the articles in the area are found since 
the authors do not always include the keywords correctly. The omission or inaccurate application of the 
concept makes it difficult to include all the publications in the research area. To conclude, it is essential 
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to note that the bibliometric results are examined through the frequency of co-words. For this reason, 
articles with low frequency in keywords have not been evaluated. This disadvantage affects new publi-
cations or emerging subtopics in a research line (Zupic & Čater, 2015). Therefore, future research should 
address these limitations.

Finally, this study provides a comprehensive research agenda for future researchers in destination brand 
identity. This plan has been presented because of the gaps observed in analyzing the leading research 
topics during 2017–2022. Highlighting the approach of co-creation of destination brand identity, the intro-
duction of new technologies in online communication channels, the challenge of including aspects of sus-
tainability in the destination’s identity as it is an element that the modern tourist has slowly begun to 
privilege, as well as the use of artificial intelligence to promote the identity of a destination.
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