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Abstract 

While there exist studies which attempt to measure the brand equity of cities and countries from a 
customer perspective, there is little or no evidence regarding a thorough review of the destination 
branding literature from its inception to date, and more specifically about city branding. The objective of 
this study is thus to present a review of the literature of city branding, with the main aim of aiding tourism 
destination researchers who are conducting studies in this particular field. In order to conduct this 
review, ProQuest (ABI/INFORM) database was utilized, using the terms ‘city branding’ and ‘destination 
branding’ from 2005 through December 2016, as the review of the literature suggests the first traces of 
publications documenting 'city branding' studies appeared on 2005. This review serves as a roadmap for 
researchers in the field of destination branding, as it provides an overview of the concept of branding 
and its origins, a review of the concepts of place and destination branding who served then as an 
umbrella to the concept of city branding. Further, attention is devoted to summarizing the studies 
published on ‘city branding’, providing in this way a valuable contribution for the audience interested in 
the topic of destination branding, and more specifically its city-related subarea. In light of the review 
conducted, it is found out that the research field of city branding remains still in its infancy, suggesting 
that there is still room for further research in this particular area. 

Keywords: branding, place branding, city branding, destination branding, review 

Introduction1.

Branding is of a paramount importance when it comes to laying down the marketing strategy.  Just 
as goods, services and organizations are branded.  Moreover, cities can similarly be promoted. 
Cities own an array of features, such as culture, art, heritage, or natural resources that make up 
what De Chernatony and McDonald (1992:3) equates to ‘complex identities that exist in the minds 
of consumers’.  In the meantime, these features work together towards creating a differentiated 
image in the minds of consumers.  Because a brand represents what exists in the minds of 
consumers and not what the marketer intends to present through the brand (de Chernatony and 
McDonald, 1992), this brief literature review will focus on the concepts of brand equity from a 
customer’s perspective with the main aim of transferring any theoretical approach in the branding 
literature to a destination context.  The premise of place branding, upon which “the principle that 
cities and regions can be branded” (Kemp et al., 2012, p. 508) is built, is further discussed in the 
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paper.  As a matter of fact, the branding concept has been only recently embraced by the tourism 
destination studies. Nevertheless since 1998, date when according to Pike (2008) the first 
destination branding articles started to flourish, the interest shown by scholars towards the 
destination branding concept has been growing.  This demonstrates, in turn, that because the topic 
is investigated for less than two decades, the research field about destination branding remains in 
its infancy (Konecnik, 2014, p. 9).    

But can destinations be branded like products, services, or organizations, and if yes, to what 
extent? This is an important question we will try to answer to through this brief review of the 
literature on the topic.  Below we draw an interesting analogy Kavaratzis and Ashworth (2006:189) 
offered in their account ‘City branding: An effective assertion of identity or a transitory marketing 
mix?’  

“All branding tries to endow a product with a specific and more distinctive identity, and that is, 
in essence, what most city marketing seeks to do for cities. A place needs to be differentiated 
through a unique brand identity if it wants to be, first, recognized as existing, secondly, perceived in 
the minds of place customers as possessing qualities superior to those of competitors and, thirdly, 
consumed in a manner commensurate with the objectives of the place” (italics added) 
 

 Methods 2.
 
When it comes to framing the review, one of the most popular approaches is being implemented, 
that of dividing the review into themes or categories. As of the nature of the review, this paper falls 
under the category of ‘narrative overviews’. According to Gall et.al, ‘narrative reviews’ are, 
“emphasized better-designed studies, and organized their results to form a composite picture of the 
state of the knowledge on the problem or topic being reviewed. Each study may have been 
described separately in a few sentences or a paragraph” (as cited Randolph, 2009, p. 8-9). The 
main themes that have prevailed from the review of the literature are related to branding and its 
origins, place branding and destination branding, and finally city branding.  In order to conduct this 
review, ProQuest (ABI/INFORM) database was utilized, using the terms ‘city branding’ and 
‘destination branding’ from 2005 through December 2016. 
 

 Discussion 3.
 
3.1 Definition of a Brand 
 
To develop an understanding of the concept of destination branding and more specifically ‘city 
branding’, it is worth spending some time to review the concept of a brand, which fuels the whole 
idea behind this paper.  As such, the most well-known and cited definition of a ‘brand’ is the one 
proposed by the American Marketing Association (1960), or as otherwise known as the company-
oriented definition of a brand, according to which a brand is: 

 
“A name, term, sign, symbol, or design, or a combination of them, intended to identify the goods or 
services of one seller or group of sellers and to differentiate them from those of competitors” (as 
cited on Wood, 2000, p. 664; italics added). 
 

Although it has been considered as the starting point among all definitions of a ‘brand’, it has 
simultaneously drawn much criticism for being too product-oriented (Wood, 2000, p. 664). Modified 
versions of this definition, have however survived to these days (Waitkins, 1986; Aaker, 1991; 
Stanton et al., 1991; Doyle, 1994) (as cited on Wood, 2000, p. 664). In addition to this product-
oriented definition, a consumer-oriented definition has in turn been provided by Ambler (1992), as 
he defines a brand as: 

 
“the promise of the bundles of attributes that someone buys and provide satisfaction . . . The 
attributes that make up a brand may be real or illusory, rational or emotional, tangible or invisible” 
(italics added) 
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Furthermore, according to Konecnik and Gartner, “… a brand can be treated as a legal 
instrument, logo, company, identity system, image, personality, relationship, and/or as adding 
value” (2007:400).  We might find all these perspectives incorporated in the definition brought forth 
by De Chernatony and McDonald (2001:20), according to whom, a brand is:  

 
“an identifiable product, service, person, or place, augmented in such a way that the buyer or user 
perceives relevant, unique added values which match their needs most closely [and] its success 
results from being able to sustain these added values in the face of competition’’ (as cited on 
Konecnik and Gartner, 2007, p. 400-01; italics added). 
 

A few scholars however, agree on the premise that brands are not limited to signs or 
trademarks, but instead it provides what is known as a ‘socio-psychological construct’ of the 
definition of brands (Jacobsen, 2009, p. 73).   In this respect, there is an agreement among various 
bodies of scholars that “the value of brands resides primarily in the mind of the consumer, not in the 
factory of the producer” (Anholt, 1999, p. 4), evoking a strong emotional tie with goods, services, 
persons, or places (Florek, 2005, p. 209) (as cited in Jacobsen, 2009, p. 73).  To conclude, two 
philosophical approaches are proposed by Styles and Ambler (1996) that attempt to define a brand.  
In the first approach known as the product-plus approach, the brand is considered as an identifier, 
meaning that branding is essentially viewed as the final process in the new product development.   
The second approach, on the other hand, known as the holistic perspective, focuses on the brand 
itself; the marketing mix is customized to the needs and wants of predetermined target groups 
(Wood, 2000, p. 665).  
 
3.2 The Origins and Evolution of Branding 
 
In contempt of the crucial role branding plays in marketing, it is worth spending some time to briefly 
analyze the branding phenomenon and how it entered the discourse of marketing theory and 
research.  Bastos and Levy (2012) explain it as:  

 
“… the evolution of the brand from a simple entity with limited application and whose creation, 
interpretation, and control are mostly enacted by one actor (i.e. its creator), to the brand as a 
complex entity that is multi-dimensional and multi-functional, and that receives influences from a 
variety of actors (e.g. the brand manager, the consumer, the media, the marketing researcher, 
technology” (2012:347, italics added). 
 

Even though the historical roots of branding may be traced back to the late 19th century with 
the introduction of various consumer products such as Gillette and Quaker Oats (as cited in Blain, 
et. al., 2005, p. 328), the word “brand” itself is centuries old, appearing back in the late fifth century 
A.D. Although old as a concept, as Ciardi and Williams put it “… words survive, just as do stones of 
an ancient ruin, falling out of the original pattern to be used again in a new context” (cited in Stern, 
2006, p. 217).  Figure 1 provides a roadmap to the evolution of the ‘brand’ as a concept (Pereira, 
etl.al, 2012, p. 83).  As it can be clearly observed from the Figure, the word “brand” has been 
around for more or less 15 centuries before it approached Marketing in 1922. According to Stern 
(2006), the term ‘brand’ entered marketing in 1922 as a compound expression and meant a trade or 
proprietary name. Relatedly, Stern the author highlights, “The survival of brand is a signal of its 
vitality, for it is one of the most ancient words in English” (2006:217).  As a matter of fact, the term 
‘brand’ was first found in the Germanic languages; to then expand into Old English (Anglo-Saxon), 
in which it emerged as a noun [in the epic poem Beowulf ] and as a verb [in Wycliffe’s religious tract 
An Apology for Llollard Doctrines] (as cited in Stern, 2006, p. 217). 
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Figure 1. The Evolution of ‘Brand’ as a concept 
 
Moreover, because the word can be used as either a verb or a noun, another classification 
flourishes; and that is the classification of the word ‘brand’ as either an entity or a process.  In this 
respect, as a noun it might refer to entities such as people, places, things and ideas, whereas as a 
verb it might refer to certain processes in which the firm engages with the purpose of giving 
meaning to products and services.  Such processes include naming the product, targeting and 
positioning it (Stern, 2006, p. 219).   

Referring back to Figure 1, the word ‘brand’ was used as a synonym for the word ‘sword’, 
found in the war and weapons vocabulary of early English poetry, which resurrects in modern 
connotative marketing metaphors with concepts such as ‘battle of brands’, ‘marketing warfare’ and 
‘killer brands’.  Further, as Stern highlights, “… from the etymological perspective, marketing 
research is better served by understanding how a word formerly defined as a sword has come to 
signify an implement in contemporary marketing battles for consumer dollars” (2006:219). To those 
ends, we might agree on the fact that in addition to the literal meaning of the word, there is also a 
connotative meaning of mental associations in metaphors like ‘brand image’, introduced first by 
Mayer in 1958, defined as “the impression of a product in the mind of the potential users and 
consumers” (Pereira, et.al., 2012, p. 83).   

From a review of the various definitions of the term, it is revealed that ‘brand’ is an ambivalent 
construct, with both a positive and a negative meaning.  To the same extent, Bastos and Levy, 
stress that, “as a form of marking, branding is richly ramified by application to oneself, to other 
people, and to property; it takes both material and metaphorical forms; and is perceived either 
positively or negatively” (2012:349).  These simultaneously conflicting feelings in the term emerge 
from the Old Germanic “brinn-an”, meaning “to burn”.  Burning as a mark of identification, and 
ownership is considered as a positive association. As Bastos and Levy point out in their account, 
“marking the skin has a long history of serving various cosmetic, medicinal, social, psychological, 
political, and cultural purposes”, and burning as a form of marking has, according to the authors, a 
very powerful message to disseminate (2012:351).  As such, fire is seen as a source of life, 
because people could use it to cook and keep themselves warm, and because it portrays people 
who hold on tight to their ideas and feelings. In addition to the positive association, however, there 
is also a negative association to the brand as a burn mark, “… dating back to its use as a sign that 
communicates the idea of disgrace stamped on something odious” (Stern, 2006, p. 219).   

Traveling from one era to another, we finally arrive at the first most solid approach of the word 
to modern Marketing, dating in 1960, according to which brands are linked to some visual and 
verbal representations.  The definition of the American Marketing Association, a well-known one, 
despite its controversies to our days, is quoted somewhere earlier on the paper.   By 1980s there 
appears to exist a more comprehensive view on the concept of ‘brand’.  As Stern points out, “... in 
the world, brand denotes a name or mark that is associated with a product; in the mind, it denotes a 
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mental representation, an idea, or a consumer’s perception of psychological meanings” (2006:219). 
In a similar vein, Meenaghan throws light upon the expanded nature of the concept by analysing: 

 
“At a more emotional/symbolic level a prime function of advertising is to achieve for a brand a 
particular personality or character in the perception of its market. This is achieved by imbuing the 
brand with specific associations or values. A particular feature of all great brands is their 
association with specific values, both functional and symbolic.” (1995:27) 
 

3.3 Place branding and destination branding as its tourism-related subarea 
 
Although the concept of branding has its roots back in the 1940s (Guest, 1942), the first journals 
that have tackled tourism destination branding did not flourish until 1998, with the study of Pritchard 
and Morgan (1998), in which the concepts of ‘branding’ and ‘destination image’ were integrated 
together.  The recent appearance of the ‘destination branding’ articles in the academic arena gives 
us strong reasons to suspect that this concept is in its infancy.  

Further, from the review of the literature it is found out that the number of published 
destination branding articles have substantially grown through the years.  As such, there were fifty-
eight destination branding articles within this range (Saraniemi & Ahonen, 2008).  Twenty seven of 
them were set on a country/state context, following city (10) and region (10).  From the literature 
review conducted it was revealed that destination branding has embraced various frames from 
marketing literature, more specifically from the branding literature.  Some of the most well-known 
frameworks employed and tested in the destination context are Aaker’s (1992) brand personality 
scale, and de Chernatony’s and McWilliam’s Brand Box model (as cited in Saraniemi & Ahonen, 
2008, p. 439).  Moreover, ‘country of origin studies’ (Papadopoulos, 2004, p. 40) and ‘brand loyalty’ 
are combined to destination branding studies.  ‘Customer-based brand equity’ and ‘communicating 
the brand’ have also been transferred in the destination context.  When it comes to agreeing on a 
definition of ‘destination branding’ no matter how fragmented the area of study is and disregarding 
the many controversies that exist in the field, this examination of the literature found some very 
insightful definitions that are more holistic in nature than just logo development.  As such, Ritchie 
and Ritchie (1998) have proposed the following definition of ‘destination branding’ appreciating the 
work of Aaker (1991), who has developed ‘identification’ and ‘differentiation’ as the core concepts of 
branding,  

 
“… a name, symbol, logo, word mark or other graphic that both identifies and differentiates the 
destination; furthermore, it conveys the promise of a memorable travel experience that is uniquely 
associated with the destination; it also serves to consolidate and reinforce the recollection of 
pleasurable memories of the destination experience”(1998:103; as cited in Blain, Levy and Ritchie, 
2005, p. 329) 
 

Two other concepts are however added to Aaker’s (1991) framework, being them ‘experience’ 
and ‘promise’.  Indeed, research indicates that although visitors buy individual tourism services, 
they tend to seek value from the whole experience, so it can be agreed on the premise that visitors 
are actually buying the entire visitor experience.  In such a vein, Hankinson (2009) notes that, 
“places that want to flourish must deliver distinctive, compelling, memorable and rewarding 
experiences to their target consumers” (as cited in Hanna and Rowley, 2012, p. 104).   Similarly, 
but from another perspective Anholt (2010) argues that experience is the key to place branding. 
According to the author, “Marketing communications create interest, which results in sales, which 
results in consumer experience of the product, which, if satisfactory and shared, results in brand 
equity” (2010:10).  In addition to consumer experience, the ‘promise’ of a brand is just as valuable 
for destinations as it is for other service organizations (Blain, Levy and Ritchie, 2005, p. 329).  
Baker (2007), on the other hand, provides an amalgamation of the two concepts by stressing that 
each experience has a crucial role in defining and delivering the promise that is innate within the 
brand (as cited in Hanna and Rowley, 2012, p. 104). 

Along with Aaker (1991), Ritchie and Ritchie (1998), and Kerr (2006), an alternative 
framework is proposed by Hankinson (2004). This framework relies on the concept of brand 
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networks, where the relationship between four different components makes up the core brand. 
Based on this model, place is developed as “relational brand networks”, and it is represented by 
‘place brand’ as the core brand, and four categories of brand relationships, namely consumer 
relationships, primary service relationships, brand infrastructure, and media relationships.  Adding 
to the identification of the concept of brand networks, this model aims also at stressing the 
importance of brand reality and brand experience to consumers.  Despite the precious input of 
various studies (Morgan and Pritchard, 1998; Hankinson, 2004; Trueman et al., 2004; Merrilees et 
al., 2005; Balakrishnan, 2009; Pike, 2008) in clarifying concepts like ‘destination branding’ or ‘place 
branding’ and their position in the marketing literature, the line between these concepts seems to 
be blurred.  In this respect, it is argued and supported among scholars that a ‘destination brand’ 
represents the tourism dimension of a place, falling in this way under the ‘place brand’ umbrella 
(Hanna and Rowley, 2012, p. 104).  Akin to the lack of consensus as to the definition of a ‘brand’, 
there seems to reside little unanimity in the definition of ‘place branding’, as well (Kavaratzis and 
Ashworth, 2005, p. 185).  Zenker and Braun (2010) relying on the aforementioned contributions of 
Aaker (1991), Ritchie and Ritchie (1998), and Kerr (2006), define ‘place brand’ as “a network of 
associations in the consumers’ mind based on the visual, verbal, and behavioural expression of a 
place, which is embodied through the aims, communication, values, and the general culture of the 
place’s stakeholders and the overall place design” (as cited in Hanna and Rowley, 2012, p. 104; 
italics added).  They augment the contribution put forth in explaining a ‘destination brand’ by 
widening the focus from the image creation to an appreciation of the process of executing the 
promised experience.  Further, the Journal of Place Branding and Public Diplomacy propose 
another definition echoing the economic, social, political and cultural development of place. As 
such, they define ‘place branding’ as “applying brand strategy and other marketing techniques and 
disciplines to the economic, social, political and cultural development of cities, regions and 
countries” (Hanna and Rowley, 2012, p. 104). 

Further to the foregoing, ‘place branding’, as a wider umbrella of its tourism-related subarea, 
destination branding, demonstrates a long history in itself before it entered the mainstream 
marketing. As Kavaratzis and Ashworth (2008) explain, although what was then called ‘place 
promotion’ entered in the academic literature in the 1970s, the literatures presented were isolated 
from each-other, and largely disconnected from mainstream marketing. In a similar vein, Hankinson 
emphasizes that, “Classical branding theory, with its roots in product marketing, is, however, in its 
infancy and the application of branding to the more specialist area of marketing is even less 
developed” (2004:110).   Only by the end of the twentieth century did, however, emerge the first 
‘place branding’ articles published in the mainstream branding literature (Kavaratzis, 2004; Pike, 
2008; as cited in Hankinson, 2010, p. 301).   More specifically, as we can observe from the 
developments underlined in Figure 3 above, the modern practice of branding began in the United 
States in the late 1800s and early 1900s, with the establishment of some of the most famous 
brands, like Coca-Cola, Colgate and Heinz, that we enjoy even today.  Only in the 1950s, was 
however noticed a shift of focus from the technical aspect of the product to the image of the brand, 
concept culminated in the studies of Gardner and Levy, 1955; and Boulding, 1956.  Place branding 
activities which began mainly in the United States in the mid-to-late 1800s, and which focused on 
‘place promotion’ and ‘place selling’ rather than on ‘place branding’, derived largely from two 
domains, urban policy and tourism.  

The deepening of the mainstream branding domain with the emergence of concepts such as 
brand endorsement, brand extensions, brand equity, brand architecture, and brand identity, has in 
turn been considered as a response to changes In the business environment (Knox and Bickerton, 
2003, p. 1001). 
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Figure 2. The development of the mainstream and place branding domains 
 
The refocusing of branding on the organizations rather than on product branding has not only led to 
the developments in corporate branding, but most importantly it served as a trampoline to the 
embracing of branding by non-manufacturing organizations (Hankinson, 2012, p. 304). As a matter 
of fact, several studies (Rainisto, 2003; Kavaratzis, 2004; Trueman, et.al, 2004; Hankinson, 2007) 
suggest that because place branding shares various characteristics with corporate branding, the 
latter provides a vital contribution to place branding theory.  As a result of the developments in the 
field, is thus, argued that “a richer and more useful theory of place branding is emerging” 
(Hankinson, 2007, p. 246), making out of it a ‘hot topic’ of research. In this respect, various scholars 
and commentators stress the relevance of the ‘metaphor of place as corporate brand’ (Anholt, 
2002; as cited on Kavaratzis, 2007, p. 29), and further elaborate on the similarities between the 
two.  In a similar vein, Kerr advocates, “… given the widespread acceptance of the similarities 
between the corporate brand and the location brand, researchers and practitioners in place 
branding have the opportunity to draw from the existing models of the corporate brand and to 
develop a model to reflect the key components of, and relationships within, the location brand 
architecture and portfolio” (2006:281).  But what are some of the most cited similarities between 
corporate branding and place branding? “… city branding and corporate branding are similar in that 
they are dissimilar to product branding” argues Kavaratzis (2009:29).  Further, both types of brands 
need to reflect and be reflected by a set of sub brands and consumer experiences (Hankinson, 
2007, p. 246), they both have multidisciplinary roots, both address multiple groups of stakeholders, 
both have a high level of intangibility and complexity, both deal with multiple identities, and both 
need a long-term development (Kavaratzis, 2009, p. 29).  

To conclude, a corporate brand is the visual, verbal and behavioral expression of an 
organization’s unique business model, which radiates through the company’s mission, core values, 
culture and overall design (Knox and Bickerton, 2003).  This definition of corporate branding is thus 
adapted to the context of place branding, accounting in the mean time for the brand as a network of 
associations in the consumer’s minds (Keller, 1993; Hankinson, 2004; Keller and Lehmann, 2006), 
and producing the following definition of ‘place branding’, 

 
“…a network of associations in the consumers’ mind based on the visual, verbal, and behavioural 
expression of a place, which is embodied through the aims, communication, values, and the general 
culture of the place’s stakeholders and the overall place design” (Zenker and Braun, 2010, p. 3). 
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3.4 City Branding  
 
In our days, the branding of places and more specifically of cities, has gained an extraordinary 
momentum among city officials (Anholt, 2010).  As such, place marketers are striving to settle the 
city as a brand, with the purpose of promoting to existing and potential target groups; and 
differentiate themselves from each other, to assert their individuality in pursuit of various economic, 
political or socio-psychological objectives” (Kavaratzis and Ashworth, 2005, p. 183).  Living in a 
world where competition is fierce, it is about time to start thinking about finding new ways to 
improve the image of the city with the purpose of attracting visitors.  In this respect, Kotler et al.,  
advocate that many cities and towns are “dying or chronically depressed”, others can experience 
“boom and bust characteristics”, while “favoured few” enjoy continuous and strong growth (2003:3-
4).  

Because city officials are becoming aware of the strategic importance of branding a 
destination, the average per capita of city marketing budget allocated has reached promising 
numbers.  From a study conducted with 28 responses from 12 different countries included in the 
Eurocities Questionnaire in 2005, the average per capita city marketing budget allocated for city 
branding was €400,000/city, ranging from £130,000 to €10 million per year (Seisdedos, 2006; cited 
in Lucarelli and Berg, 2011, p. 9).  The need to establish a successful brand for the city has been 
further applauded by other scholars, who rationalize upon the consequences of not having a city 
brand.  Therefore, Trueman et al., highlights,  

 
“Poor perceptions of a city can devaluate its image and have far reaching consequences for its 
future prosperity. These negative associations may reduce the likelihood of inward investment, 
undermine business community activities, and have a detrimental effect on the number of visitors, 
thereby exacerbating urban decline” (2004:317). 
 

In contrast, devoting time, money and effort in improving consumer’s perceptions on cities 
turns to be good business in itself. As Porter (1995) elaborates in his work, there is an urgent need 
to discover the untapped potential of cities, because they may be “indicators of national trends for 
good or for bad”.  

Continuing the discussion on the similarities between corporate branding and place branding, 
and whether city brands can be treated as corporate brands, there are various pros and cons to this 
issue. As such, Kavaratzis (2009) in his contribution points out that branding a city is more complex 
than branding corporations by making reference to Ashworth, who further argues that,  “The 
adoption and projection of a single clear corporate identity, ethos and image will be difficult if not 
impossible” (2006:6). Moreover, Kavaratzis and Ashworth argue that in order to apply corporate 
branding to places, the place brand should be treated as “the whole entity of the place products, in 
order to achieve consistency of the messages sent” (2005:191).  Simultaneously, it claims the 
connection of the city with ‘stories’ about it, ‘stories’ that need to be built in the place and then 
communicated out loud to all audiences (Kavaratzis, 2004, p. 71).  As a result, the discussion 
brought forth above, demonstrates that cities can learn a lot from corporate level marketing 
theories, but yet there is a need to adapt such models to the specific requirements of places, and 
cities specifically.  In this respect Kerr elaborates  “… given the widespread acceptance of the 
similarities between the corporate brand and the location brand, researchers and practitioners in 
place branding have the opportunity to draw from the existing models of the corporate brand and to 
develop a model to reflect the key components of, and relationships within, the location brand 
architecture and portfolio” (2006:281).   

When it comes to the definition of a ‘city brand’ as of almost all concepts pertained in the 
‘place branding’ literature, consensus has not been reached in this case either. Scholars do 
however agree about the highly complex nature of city branding as a phenomenon, thus trying to 
propose some explanations of the term, rather than exact definitions of it. Table 2 provides a 
summary of the most cited explanations of ‘city branding’ in the literature. In addition to the 
explanations brought forth in a summarized way, an alternative insight to the issue of defining ‘city 
brands’ is, however, proposed by Mommas (2003), who states the following: 
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“City branding is associated primarily with the economically inspired desire to position cities more 
positively in the midst of a scaled-up, more mobile and flooded market of locations and 
destinations. Cities have to be shaped emphatically, thematized and brought to the attention of the 
more mobile and less location-dependent companies, inhabitants and visitors” (cited in Kerr, 2006, 
p. 278).   
 

Other contributors in the field have proposed a derivation of a ‘city brand’ definition from that 
of a ‘nation brand’.  As such, a nation brand has been defined as “the unique multidimensional 
blend of elements that provide the nation with culturally grounded differentiation and relevance for 
all of its target audiences” (Dinnie, 2008, p. 15; as cited in Dinnie, 2011, p.16).  In this respect, 
Dinnie (2011) argues that by replacing the word ‘nation’ with that of ‘city’, we have a serviceable 
definition of a city brand.   
 
Table 2. City branding as explained in the Academia 
 

 
Author/s 

 
Concept Definition/Explanation 

Nickerson and 
Moisey (1999) 

City branding is building up a relation between people and the image of their city 

Hall (1999) 
The essential goal of city branding is to “provide a consistent and focused communication 
strategy” 

Cai (2002) 

City brand means to choose a consistent brand factor combination by establishing a 
positive image in order to gain a recognition and differentiation with the city as the 
destination. The brand factors include names, terms, signs, logos, design, symbol, 
slogan, packing or the combination of the above; among them, name is the priority 

Rainisto (2003) 
City branding is a method to increase the attraction of the city; the essential point is to 
establish city recognition 

Kavaratzis 
(2004) 

City branding is understood as the means both for achieving competitive advantage in 
order to increase inward investment and tourism, and also for achieving community 
development, reinforcing local identity and identification of the citizens with their city and 
activating all social forces to avoid social exclusion and unrest 

Julier (2005) City branding is considered an effort to create and enrich the city’s qualities 
Morgan and 
Pritchard (2007) 

City branding is indeed more than mere promotion of place, as it is used in some cities to 
rebuild and redefine their image  

 
As to further rationalize upon the issue, because “destination branding acts as an umbrella brand 
for a portfolio of leisure, investment, and business tourism” (Trueman et al., 2004; cited in 
Balakrishnan, 2009, p. 613), considering also the focus of the research aforementioned, it is 
thought that for this particular to apply the definition of ‘destination branding’ to ‘city branding’.  
Kavaratzis and Ashworth bring forth a very valuable analysis in this respect, when they state: 

 
“All branding tries to endow a product with a specific and more distinctive identity, and that is, in 
essence, what most city marketing seeks to do for cities. A place needs to be differentiated 
through a unique brand identity if it wants to be, first, recognized as existing, secondly, perceived 
in the minds of place customers as possessing qualities superior to those of competitors and, 
thirdly, consumed in a manner commensurate with the objectives of the place” (2005:189; italics 
added). 
 

From a review of the literature with the intention of identifying the main studies conducted on 
city branding from 2005 until June 2016, it was noticed that the existing literature is largely limited to 
studies focusing on dimensions such as, negative and positive assets (Kerr and Johnson, 2005); 
tangible and intangible elements (Pakerson and Saunders, 2004); physical and economic 
environment, culture, activities and facilities, psychological elements (Hankinson, 2004; Cheng and 
Taylor, 2007; Laaksonen, 2006; De Carlo et al., 2009), and logo design (Hayden and Sevin, 2012), 
calling for the need to bring a fresh approach to the topic.  In this respect, Table 3 provides a 
summary of city branding studies from its inception to data.   
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Table 3. Summary of city branding studies (2005-2016) 
 

Source Year 
City/Research 

Object 
Brand Dimensions/Elements 

Parkerson and 
Saunders 

(2004) 
Birmingham 

(UK) 

Tangible elements (culture, history, shopping 
infrastructure, housing and business) 
Intangible elements 

Kerr and Johnson (2005) 
Bargo 

(Australia) 

Positive and negative assets 
Festivals 
Tourist Accommodation 
Sport/lifestyle 

Hankinson (2005) 12 English cities 

Economic 
Physical environment 
Activities and facilities 
Brand attitudes 
People 

Laaksonenet al. (2006) 
Vaasa 

(Finland) 

Nature 
Industry 
Culture 
Built environment 
Atmosphere 

Trueman et al. (2007) 
Bradford 

(UK) 
Positive assets 
Negative assets 

Cheng and Taylor (2007) 
Almaty 

(Kazakhstan) 

Greenness 
Architecture Historical places 
Cultural and Ethnic Diversity 
Leisure time activities 

Vanolo (2008) 
Turin 
(Italy) 

Buzz 
Art 
Diversity 
Nightlife 

Herstein and Jaffe (2008) Holon (Israel) 
City’s population aspect 
City’s physical aspects 

De Carlo et al. (2009) Milan (Italy) 
Brand Symbols 
Brand Personality 
Culture 

Vaidya et al. (2009) 
Surat and 

Ahmedabad 
(India) 

Brand Personality 
People 
Employment and Business 
Culture and Lifestyle 

Zenker et al. (2009) 15 German cities 
Job chances 
Nature and recreation 
Urbanity and diversity 

Baxter and Kerr (2010) 
Wollollong 
(Australia) 

Brand Personality 
Likes and Dislikes 

Prayag (2010) 
Cape Town 

(South-Africa) 

Cognitive images 
Affective images 
Holistic images 

Clark et al. (2010) 
Athens 

(Greece) 

12 themes (Young/Energized/ 
Nostalgic/Alive/Liberated/ 
Creative/Cool/Savvy/Inspired/ 
Eclectic/Vibrant/Dynamic) 

Altinbasak and Yalcin (2010) 
Istanbul  
(Turkey) 

Brand Image 
Museums 

Northover (2010) 
Belfast 

(Northern Ireland) 
Brand Identity 

Kalandides (2011) 
Bogota 

(Colombia) 
Descriptive brand image 

Hayden and Sevin (2012) 
Ankara 
(Turkey) 

Brand Identity 
Cultural Identity 
Logo transformation 

Pinzaru (2012) 
Bucharest 
(Romania) 

City Brand Hexagon Model dimensions 
(presence/place/pre-
requisites/people/pulse/potential) 

Yuwo et al. 
 

(2013) 
Bandung 

(Indonesia) 

Brand Image 
Brand Awareness  
Brand Quality 
Brand Loyalty 
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Zenker and Backman (2013) 
Hamburg 

(Germany) 
Brand Image 
Brand Associations 

Moilanen (2015) 10 European Cities 
Awareness 
Brand Identity 

Loncaric (2014) 
SlavonskiBrod 

(Croatia) 

Brand Image 
Brand Identity 
Brand Positioning 

Blace et al. (2015) 
Sibenik 

(Croatia) 
Travel preference 
Social network presence 

Yi-De (2015) 
Liverpool  

(UK) 
Brand Impressions 
Brand Positioning 

Freire, J. (2016) 
Cascais 

(Portugal) 
Nationality 
Environment 

Sou, Joey Pek, et.al (2016) 
Macau 
(China) 

Destination Image 
 

Greenop, K. (2016) 
Brisbane 

(Australia) 
Brand Identity 
Place Identity 

Aguilar, G., et.al 
(May/June 

2016) 

Granada 
Torremolinos 

(Spain) 

Brand Personality 
 

 
 Conclusion 4.

 
This account has provided a review of the main literature on the topic of destination branding, from 
the origins of the mainstream branding to the incorporation of destination branding under the 
corporate branding umbrella. Even though the historical roots of branding may be traced back to 
the late 19th century with the introduction of various consumer products such as Gillette and Quaker 
Oats (as cited in Blain et al., 2005, p. 328), the word “brand” itself is centuries old, appearing back 
in the late fifth century A.D. the word “brand” has been around for more or less 15 centuries before 
it approached Marketing in 1922. According to Stern (2006), the term ‘brand’ entered marketing in 
1922 as a compound expression and meant a trade or proprietary name.  Traveling from one era to 
another, we finally arrive at the first most solid approach of the word to modern Marketing, dating in 
1960, according to which brands are linked to some visual and verbal representations. 

Another concept that took a special place in this literature review was that of ‘city branding’.  
The branding of places and more specifically of cities, has gained an extraordinary momentum 
among city officials (Anholt, 2010).  As such, place marketers are striving to settle the city as a 
brand, with the purpose of promoting to existing and potential target groups; and differentiate 
themselves from each other, to assert their individuality in pursuit of various economic, political or 
socio-psychological objectives” (Kavaratzis and Ashworth, 2005, p. 183).  Living in a world where 
competition is fierce, it is about time to start thinking about finding new ways to improve the image 
of the city with the purpose of attracting visitors.  From the review of the literature, it can be 
concluded that the field of studies of destination branding in general and that of city branding 
specifically are still in their infancy suggesting that more studies can be conducted in these fields.    
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