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Abstract: Destination branding with its role in the international tourism landscape is a
constantly evolving field of study. Effective branding can propel a country forward, significantly
contributing to its economic development. Achieving success in this area necessitates meticulous
planning and execution of marketing campaigns. However, increasing competition and global
fluctuations highlight the need for comprehensive research to inform the practical implementation of
successful destination branding strategies.

In the post-pandemic period, the global tourism landscape has shifted, presenting both
challenges and opportunities for countries aiming to strengthen their destination brands. COVID-19
has redefined traveler preferences, with heightened emphasis on safety, authenticity, and experiential
tourism. As countries like Georgia seek to establish a resilient position in the tourism market, adapting
destination branding strategies to align with these evolving preferences is essential. The pandemic
has also brought about a surge in digital engagement, offering new avenues for countries to reach
and engage target audiences through online platforms. Additionally, in a post-COVID world, Georgia
has the opportunity to differentiate itself by focusing on niche tourism sectors that align with emerging
global travel trends. These shifts underscore the importance of crafting flexible and responsive
branding approaches that can adapt to rapid changes, thereby providing a competitive edge in the
international tourism arena.

The objective of this paper is to investigate destination branding, using Georgia as a case
study in the post-pandemic period, to explore trends and insights with a focus on competition. Through
literature review and observation, various aspects of the issue are analyzed, resulting in conclusive
recommendations for enhancing Georgia’s competitive advantage as a destination brand.
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Introduction and review of literature

Driven by fierce competition in the global tourism and hospitality industry, destinations pursue
brand recognition. Broadly defined, a destination brand signifies the destination's identity and
uniqueness while conveying the promise of a memorable and distinctive travel experience (Ruiz-
Real et al., 2020). For international travelers, a destination's brand image increasingly influences
their emotions, associations, expectations, attitudes, decisions, behaviors, and feedback. This
heightened influence emphasizes the growing importance of destination branding in a globalized
and highly competitive tourism industry. One of the most important sources of competitive
advantage is a destination’s market uniqueness and visibility, which can be achieved through a
well-implemented destination branding process (Milicevi¢ et al., 2016).

A country's positioning can be heavily influenced by its natural characteristics, including
history, culture, and geopolitics. Brand management seeks to leverage these features, refine them,
and potentially introduce new elements to build a unified brand image and reputation among target
audiences. However, a brand's strength often lies in its focus on a specific niche and delivering a
distinct value proposition that resonates with consumers. Effective destination positioning
capitalizes on this principle, aiming to differentiate itself from competitors (Pike, 2012).

Stakeholder engagement in destination branding is of high importance. Local residents and
entrepreneurs significantly constitute core brand elements (Garcia et al., 2012). To a great degree,
the local population acts as destination ambassadors, directly influencing visitor experiences. This
inherent dynamism makes destination brand management a multifaceted endeavor, with a
substantial portion of its processes lying outside the direct control of brand management entities.

A country's economic prosperity can be significantly influenced by its success in positioning
itself as an attractive destination brand. This is particularly relevant for Georgia, where despite its
size and economic base, the potential for developing a globally recognized destination brand and
attracting international travelers holds immense promise. However, recognizing the economic,
social, and environmental implications of tourism requires destinations to approach brand
development and management with sensitivity and under careful guidance (Campelo et al., 2014).
Considering the general vulnerabilities of the tourism industry to global processes like economic
crises, political instability, climate change, and health concerns, it remains a high-risk sector.
Nevertheless, for economies like Georgia, leveraging the potential of tourism through effective
destination branding remains one of the important directions of their economic development
strategies.
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The COVID-19 pandemic stands as one of the most disruptive forces the global tourism industry
has ever encountered. According to the World Tourism Organization, international tourism
recorded its worst year ever on record; international tourism declined by 74% (UNWTO, 2021).
Similar to other countries, Georgia experienced significant damage to its tourism sector due to
imposed restrictions (Kvirkvelia & Tsitsagi, 2021). As the industry experiences transformations
globally, it is necessary to elaborate strategies to mitigate risks and capitalize on this recovery.
Thus, the issue of destination branding management is crucial for Georgia.

In marketing literature, the concepts of “destination branding” and “place branding” are closely
interconnected, yet they possess distinct nuances. Place branding encompasses the application of
brand strategy and marketing techniques to influence the economic, socio-political, and cultural
development of cities, regions, and countries. Whereas, destination branding represents a specific
facet of place branding, focusing on the perspective of the tourism industry (Hanna et al., 2021).

Simon Anholt's contributions to place and destination branding research are extensive and
valuable. As he states, "Place branding is believed to be a way of making places famous" (Anholt,
2010). Zenker and Braun (2017) define a place brand as a network of associations within
consumers' minds, shaped by the visual, verbal, and behavioral expressions of the place and its
stakeholders (Zenker & Braun, 2017). Both definitions emphasize the core purpose of branding:
forging a place's recognition and value in people's minds and influencing their decisions and
behaviors.

Several key aspects contribute to successful destination branding efforts, as highlighted in
marketing literature. Brand image, shaped by the associations consumers hold in memory, plays a
crucial role (Almeyda-Ibafiez & George, 2017). These associations, in turn, significantly influence
the overall brand experience. As a key determinant of visitor outcomes, including satisfaction,
revisit intentions and recommendations, brand experience plays a pivotal role in shaping future
visitor behavior (Barnes et al., 2014).

Brand authenticity is another important element in understanding destination branding theory.
Its research is still in its infancy, and the concept still requires exploration. However, existing
studies show that brand authenticity significantly influences brand-customer relationships,
focusing on brand trust, brand attachment and brand love (Chen et al., 2020). Cultivating an
authentic brand identity, one that genuinely reflects the essence and unique character of a
destination, fosters closer connections with potential visitors, a sense of trust and emotional
attachment.

The issue of sustainability is one of the most important aspects to research in destination
branding, particularly in the context of competitive environments. Destination branding can only
be sustainable when hosts, policy objectives and tourists’ demands are in harmony (Zouganeli et
al., 2012). Compliance of these factors constitutes a basis for the sustainable growth of a destination
brand.

Marketing literature and research related to tourism development in Georgian is extensive.
Nevertheless, there is a gap to be filled in the issues concerning destination branding in particular.
Djakeli (2013) reviews Georgia’s branding from various perspectives and emphasizes that a strong
identity builds some incentives and opportunities for branding (Djakeli, 2013). Considering the
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intense competition Georgia faces in the global tourism market, a more in-depth examination of
this area is necessary.

Methodology

Observation and secondary data analysis were conducted. A literature review and processing of
statistical data were utilized to underscore the main problem and draw relevant conclusions. The
statistical data's trustworthiness and credibility are high, as they originate from official sources.
Both qualitative and quantitative data were employed to explore various facets of the issue. A case
study was undertaken to concentrate on the primary objective of the research: analyzing the
competitive potential of destination branding in the global tourism landscape, focusing on the
Georgian example. The case study is exploratory and descriptive, as it examines the problem from
diverse perspectives.

The limitation of the research lies in its inability to provide a definitive analysis of the issue,
given that country branding is a complex and ever-evolving field of study. Consequently,
continuous research is imperative to uphold up-to-date insights and research findings in this field.
Based on the research and data analysis, relevant conclusions and recommendations are formulated,
summarizing the issue across different dimensions.

Destination brand as a competitive advantage

Globalization intensifies competition within the tourism industry. Every country, every city and
every region must compete with every other for its share of the world's tourists (Anholt, 2007).
This necessitates the development of effective branding strategies, as branding has emerged as a
powerful tool for destinations to differentiate themselves and forge emotional connections with
potential tourists (Shi et al., 2022). While a well-planned and executed strategy can foster emotional
connections that translate into a competitive advantage, maintaining and enhancing these
connections requires consistent marketing efforts in the face of fierce competition. Particularly in
the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, which significantly transformed the tourism sector globally.

One of the primary benefits of branding a destination is its capacity to yield enduring results.
Brand recognition fosters customer loyalty and cultivates long-lasting relationships with tourists
(Kumar & Kaushik, 2017). Consistent brand management can establish high awareness, a positive
reputation, and profitable brand equity for a destination within the minds of potential travelers.
However, building a competitive destination brand is a time-intensive process, mirroring the
challenges of branding in general. In particular, the global tourism industry is susceptible to risks
and crises due to its vast and diverse target audiences. Consequently, the development of a robust
anti-crisis communication management strategy is crucial.

A destination's competitiveness hinges on carving out a distinct niche within the tourism market.
By cultivating unique associations and values, a country or city can effectively influence the
decision-making and behavior of targeted tourist segments. This is achieved through a well-
developed positioning strategy. Satisfaction quality can influence the process of assessing
destination familiarity and subsequently reflect visitors' attitudes and intentions toward the
destination (Chi et al., 2020). Consequently, fostering positive post-trip evaluations converts into
a powerful influence on the choices and behaviors of potential travelers. By leveraging niche
branding, a destination engages in competition only with those destinations that have similar
positioning strategies, thus circumventing unnecessary competition.
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Destination branding offers another significant advantage: the potential for a high return on
investment for a nation's economy. By boosting the tourism sector, successful branding can
indirectly stimulate economic growth across various sectors. Effective branding and positioning in
foreign markets can foster positive associations among target audiences, leading to the
development of even stronger brand loyalty over time. The connection between certain brands and
their country of origin can become so influential, through consistent and prominent marketing
efforts, that it becomes challenging to discern whether the perception of a particular quality stems
more from the brand itself or its origin (Anholt, 1998).

If a country or city is strongly associated with a specific value among target audiences, it
becomes challenging for other destinations to position themselves for the exact same value. Core
values, such as the cultural, social, and natural dimensions of destination resources, serve as inputs
for service provision aimed at meeting tourists’ needs. Consequently, a destination is perceived as
a promise (Chekalina et al., 2018). This can be considered a competitive advantage that translates
not only into monetary results but also into a positive "label™ for a destination which is a valuable
asset.

Georgia possesses the potential to leverage this asset by building a strong destination brand,
thereby gaining a competitive advantage within the global tourism marketplace. Opportunities exist
for Georgia to position itself based on emerging values and carve out a unique niche within the
industry. While efforts are underway to achieve this goal, this process is influenced by multiple
factors, including historical background and contemporary challenges.

Backgroung and challenges

As previously discussed, a country’s global image is shaped not only by branding strategies and
marketing efforts but primarily by its history, culture, and societal mentality. Georgia's historical
narrative can be broadly segmented into several distinct periods: the ancient past, the Soviet era,
the post-Soviet period, and the transformational period. The ancient past of Georgia is often
associated with the Golden Fleece, agriculture, and Christianity. The Soviet era is frequently linked
to Stalin (as a Georgian), resorts, corruption, and hospitable people. The post-Soviet period of the
1990s is characterized by political instability, an underdeveloped economy, and breakaway regions.
The transformational period of Georgia is associated with economic growth, anti-corruption efforts,
democratic reforms, aspirations toward EU and NATO integration, and recognition as the
birthplace of wine (Djakeli, 2013). While these associations are inevitably incomplete, they provide
a general overview of Georgia's image across various historical periods.

Georgia's international image has been notably impacted by several events during the post-
Soviet and transitional periods, including wars with Russia-backed separatist regions, the 2003
“Rose Revolution”, and the 2008 war with Russia. The conflicts had an extremely detrimental
effect on Georgia's tourism sector and its economy overall. The ongoing confrontation with Russia
further complicates the formation of a strong destination brand. Russia's continued occupation of
Georgian territory and human rights violations contribute to a negative perception of safety and
stability, posing a significant challenge to Georgia's tourism industry.

The "Rose Revolution," played a role in fostering positive global perceptions of Georgia as a
country undergoing democratic reforms and transitions. However, intermittent political instabilities
continue to impede the branding of Georgia as a travel destination. Consequently, not only the
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tourism sector but also the overall economy of the country is negatively affected. Places must strive
to achieve economic viability to ensure a high quality of life for all stakeholders, including tourists
(Skinner, 2021). Therefore, economic stability stands as the primary prerequisite for tourism
development.

International media significantly impacts the creation of Georgia’s global image. Negative news
undermines the perception of the country as a safe travel destination, leading to the generation of
negative word-of-mouth. WOM is recognized as a vital channel for disseminating evaluations of
intangible tourism offerings, thereby exerting a significant influence on the success of tourism
destinations (Hendrik et al., 2017). Hence, international media serves as a crucial external force
that shapes a country’s reputation to a considerable degree.

Conversely, positive media portrayals of cultural and sporting events can foster favorable
perceptions among potential tourists. These events project an image of Georgia as a developing,
peaceful, and safe destination. The value of mega-sporting events in stimulating economic growth
and destination marketing is well-documented (Van Niekerk, 2017). Indeed, cultural and sporting
events can have a more pronounced impact on positive national perception than other forms of
news coverage. This "halo effect" occurs when a single positive attribute significantly influences
overall public opinion, leading to a favourable behavioural response. Furthermore, internationally
renowned Georgian figures in cultural and sporting spheres can also act as powerful influences.
They not only generate positive awareness but also function as brand ambassadors in the
international tourism marketplace. Finally, hosting international cultural and sporting events
directly enhances Georgia's reputation as a desirable destination.

Insights in post-pandemic context

The Georgian National Tourism Administration (GNTA) serves as the primary governmental
body responsible for promoting Georgia within the international tourism marketplace. The GNTA
has developed an action plan — the "Tourism Strategy of Georgia 2025," which outlines key
development directions for Georgian tourism, including current trends, objectives, indicators, and
evaluations (GNTA, 2018). However, while the plan acknowledges the importance of building an
attractive destination brand, it would benefit from a more comprehensive focus on destination
branding strategy.

Georgia's global image can be significantly shaped by its historical and cultural heritage.
Notably, its status as the cradle of wine presents a powerful asset for positioning Georgia as a
sought-after travel destination. Chemical analyses of ancient organic compounds absorbed into the
pottery fabrics from sites in Georgia in the South Caucasus region, dating to the early Neolithic
period (ca. 6,000-5,000 BC), provide the earliest biomolecular archaeological evidence for grape
wine and viniculture (McGovern et al., 2017). Wine tourism offers a unique opportunity for tourists
to experience Georgian culture (Meladze, 2016).

The status of the birthplace of wine, cultural heritage, nature and other factors can be used for
positioning and branding of Georgia in the global tourism market, which may indirectly manifest
in official statistics. According to GNTA, the tourism sector's share of Georgian GDP reached 6.8%
in the first three quarters of 2023 (GNTA, 2023). For comparison, international tourists'
expenditure before the pandemic in Croatia accounts for almost 20% of GDP (European
Commission, 2018). This discrepancy underscores the potential for growth in the Georgian tourism
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sector, considering some shared characteristics of tourism opportunities between Croatia and
Georgia. However, Croatia's geographical proximity to EU countries offers a distinct advantage for
its tourism sector compared to Georgia. It is also noteworthy, that a tourism sector that generates a
large portion of a country's GDP can introduce economic vulnerabilities.

Statistical data reveal encouraging trends in the post-pandemic era. In 2022, the number of
international visitor trips to Georgia surged to 4,703,945, marking an increase of 173.3% compared
to 2021. The primary countries of origin for visitors include Russia, Turkey, Armenia, Israel, and
Ukraine. Notably, 53.6% of these visits were for holiday, leisure, and recreation purposes (GNTA,
2022a). Regarding EU countries, there were 272,916 trips in 2022, reflecting a substantial growth
of 96.1% from the previous year and comprising 5.8% of the total visitor trips (GNTA, 2022b). It
is evident that geographic proximity significantly influences the decisions and behaviors of
travelers. However, a robust destination brand holds strong potential to attract visitors not only
from neighboring countries but also from distinct nations. EU travelers represent one of the key
target markets for the Georgian tourism sector.

It is crucial to consider the destination branding strategy within the broader context of global
economic developments and crises. The economic downturn resulting from the pandemic
compounds the economic crisis triggered by Russia's war in Ukraine (Charaia & Papava, 2023).
Hence, the efficacy of destination branding for Georgia hinges not only on the branding strategy
itself but also on external factors to a significant extent.

In addition to global external factors, local factors may also impede the establishment of
Georgia's competitive destination brand internationally. For instance, the adequacy of personnel
recruitment in tourism facilities, the quality of relevant infrastructure, and proficiency in marketing
communications at the local level within tourist establishments. Hence, it is imperative to develop
strategies aimed at achieving sustainable results in the long term.

Strategies for elevating competitiveness

The development of Georgia as an internationally recognized destination brand is a multifaceted
process encompassing numerous aspects. Strategic investments in infrastructure, education, and
marketing hold the potential to propel Georgia to the forefront of tourism competitiveness
(Gamsakhurdia et al., 2017). Georgia's status as the birthplace of wine presents a distinct advantage
that can be leveraged to enhance its tourism offerings. Consequently, the development of the
Georgian wine industry and the promotion of wine exports hold significant importance (Zivzivadze
& Taktakishvili, 2019). This approach can not only foster growth within the wine industry but also
offers visitors a unique opportunity to immerse themselves in the country's culture and lifestyle
(Koblianidze & Sachaleli, 2021).

Executing consistent international marketing campaigns is a fundamental prerequisite for
establishing a robust destination brand. Advertising serves to raise awareness of brands, products,
services, and ideas (Mamuladze & Beridze, 2020). Various communication channels must be
employed in this endeavor, given the contemporary multi-screen experience paradigm
encompassing television, phones, tablets, and computers (Khakhubia, 2018). Digital
communication channels hold particular significance as travelers utilize them throughout the trip-
planning process. Hence, social media, websites, booking platforms, online maps, video portals,
and mobile applications profoundly influence travelers' decisions and behavior. Social media, in
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particular, can pose both reputational threats and serve as a tool for safeguarding a brand
(Abashidze, 2022).

Consistent communication serves as a critical determinant of traveler experience and
impressions, thereby significantly impacting future travel intentions. It plays a substantial role in
shaping brand image perceptions among target audiences. A clear and cohesive branding system is
essential, encompassing both targeted market communication and a distinct emphasis on
competitive advantages (Parlov et al., 2016).

It is essential to highlight several factors that must be incorporated into the creation of a branding
strategy for Georgia as a desired destination for foreign travelers: Well-trained staff in the tourism
and hospitality sector, adequate infrastructure, and qualified human resources responsible for
planning, executing, and analyzing efficient marketing campaigns. Furthermore, the development
of a brand book can serve as a valuable guideline for ensuring consistent communication across
diverse marketing channels. For instance, Slovakia has established a brand visual identity design
manual that provides detailed instructions for the proper use of the country's visual elements
(Slovakia, 2024). However, a brand encompasses far more than just visual identity.

The global tourism sector is inherently susceptible to a multitude of challenges arising from both
internal and external forces. Besides competition, these can include economic fluctuations,
geopolitical crises, and global pandemics. While a general strategy and core principles provide
necessary direction, specific decisions regarding destination brand management require flexibility
to address changing market conditions and increasing competition among countries.

As branding constitutes a long-term endeavor, it necessitates meticulous planning and execution
aligned with predetermined values and standards. The involvement of qualified brand managers
and marketing professionals in this process is of paramount importance. Through this effort,
Georgia has the potential to emerge as a competitive destination brand in the global tourism
marketplace.

Conclusion

Several key aspects are crucial for Georgia to leverage destination branding as a cornerstone of
its tourism development and a significant contributor to its economic growth. First, a
comprehensive branding strategy, encompassing both overarching principles and a detailed
marketing action plan, is essential. This strategy must be adaptable to the dynamic environment of
the international tourism marketplace. Benchmarking successful international practices can provide
valuable insights for enhancing the strategy's effectiveness. However, successful execution requires
the active participation of stakeholders across the Georgian tourism and hospitality industry, both
public and private.

Data-driven decision-making, informed by robust analytics, is a fundamental prerequisite for
optimizing destination brand management efforts. Furthermore, maintaining consistent
communication with target audiences through digital channels is critical for attracting tourists
across diverse travel segments. In this communication, emphasizing Georgia's unique heritage as
the cradle of wine production can be a powerful differentiator and a significant competitive
advantage. Finally, it is essential to acknowledge that destination branding is a long-term and
complex endeavor, susceptible to various risks and global threats. Consequently, continuous
monitoring of international tourism markets is crucial.
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