
The power of brands in the 

d e s t i n a t i o n 
e c o n o m y 
Destinations need to be marketed as brands with a 
differentiated image and a story to tell says Emma Johnson 
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W 
hat is a destination? At 
its simplest, a destination 
is a place where people 
want to be. A destination 
could be a shop, a street, 

a city, a country or even a continent. But, in 
every case, destinations are special places 
that attract talent and create opportunities 
to generate prosperity. Destination status is 
not a rite of passage, it is a prized asset that 
requires nurturing and constant attention. 

Our experience at The Communication 
Group, through extensive work with destin
ations around the world, is that destinations 
are an idea much discussed but which lack 
real insight.Through our report, The Power of 
Destinations and Cities: the Destination Identity, 

we have sought to address this by exploring 
the factors that make a demand destination 
and defining the marketing tools needed to 
create a destination brand.To understand the 
power of destinations more closely, we inter
viewed senior decision-makers in multinational 
corporations around the world, commissioned 

a YouGovThinkTank panel of business leaders 
to provide their insights, and spoke to leading 
thinkers in destination marketing.We found 
that global forces are creating a standardis
ation of some locations, driving the establish
ment of similar hotels, shops and businesses. 
In addition, locations are falling victim to a 
pack mentality - looking the same, sounding 
the same and saying the same things. 

In terms of investment in locations, 
a growing number of countries have the 
requisite economic basis to attract foreign 
direct investment (FDI) and are presenting 
themselves in very similar ways, listing identi
cal economic attributes.The investors we 
interviewed confirmed this sense of growing 
standardisation in locations and said it is 
making investment decisions more difficult. 
Of the senior executives we interviewed, 55 
per cent said they find it difficult or moder
ately difficult to differentiate on the basis of 
economic and financial considerations alone. 
In addition, 65 per cent said that it is becom
ing harder to make a decision purely on the 

basis of the hard factors.There is no room 
for complacency. Locations need to avoid 
becoming'clones' or they risk losing their 
competitive edge. Achieving destination status 
is about creating key points of difference and 
standing out from the pack. 

We know from our experience of work
ing with consumer brands that, as markets 
mature, the consumer's decision-making 
process undergoes a gradual, but marked shift. 
During the early market phases, the consumer 
chooses products carefully based on rational 
factors, such as cost and functionality. But, as 
the market becomes saturated with products 
with virtually identical specifications, the 
consumer's decision becomes increasingly 
emotional. It focuses more on factors such as 
brand and reputation - the intangible assets of 
the product become the differentiator. 

We believe the key to creating stand-out 
in the mature FDI market now lies in those 



intangible assets that have created value 
for consumer products - brand, image, 
identity and story-telling. Our research 
underlines the growing importance of the 
'soft' factors in building a destination's image 
and in its ability to attract key workers. 
Nearly 60 per cent said those factors 
traditionally regarded as 'soft', such as 
culture and architecture, have become more 
important in the past five years. 

We contend that in the world of destin
ations,'quality of life' equals quality of place. 
Successful destination marketers will sell a 
lifestyle as well as the business benefits.This 
is supported by research from global real 
estate company Jones Lang LaSalle, whose 
Rising Urban Stars report identifies cities of 
the future: "Issues surrounding sustainability 
and quality of life will... increasingly influ

ence corporate location decisions... culture, 
the living environment, city 'vibe', branding, 
environment and social sustainability are 
becoming more important to achieve success." 

As well as underlining the importance 
of an emotional attachment to a destination, 
our research highlights the power of 
word-of-mouth in influencing investment 
decisions. More than half (59 per cent) of the 
corporate decision-makers we interviewed 
named word-of-mouth as one of the influ
ences on their decision-making, above media 
at 45 per cent and investment promotion 
agencies at 41 per cent. 

Our exploration of the complex motiv
ations that drive investment decisions reveals 
that, in this standardised world, brand and 
image have a major role to play in creat
ing stand-out. Our research reveals that to 

compete, locations must: create an image that 
has an emotional resonance with individuals, 
both investment decision-makers and their 
influencers; exploit the power of their intang
ible assets in addition to pushing the economic 
and financial factors; take into account the 
growing importance of lifestyle and 'soft' 
factors in attracting the elite of businesses; and 
tell a unique and compelling story that can be 
passed on by word-of-mouth. 

So, which assets, both tangible and 
intangible, help to create destinations, and can 
be built into a strong brand story? The YouGov 
Think Tank panel of business leaders was asked 
which elements contribute to their positive 
impression of a destination.Their answers help 
identify those assets that destination market
ers should seek to use in their activity. 

What is interesting in the light of the des-



tination branding is that factors such as cul
ture, architecture, climate and environment 
actually rank higher than many of the hard 
factors. For example, our research estab
lished that a cultural landmark can create 
the strong local 'identity' that is required 
for the future success of destinations. It can 
transfer brand values and aspirations to the 
surrounding area and provide a valuable 
boost to the destination brand. 

A good example of this is the Guggen
heim museum in the Spanish city of Bilbao. 
Frank Gehry's breathtaking architecture and 
the museum's content helped to transform 
this ageing city, mostly known for its declining 
heavy industries, into a modern city, promi
nent on the international map. It became 
the anchor for office, residential and parks 
development and was the catalyst for the 
regeneration of an entire area.This process 
happens because these cultural facilities have 
a major impact on a destination's identity. 
They create difference and value. 

A quarter of the YouGovThinkTank 
panel suggested sporting prowess as a key 
element of a destination's image. Hosting a 
major sporting event can be a major asset 
to a destination.The macroeconomic impact 
of an Olympic Games is assumed to be over 
US$5bn, but the effect on a city's image is 
far greater. After hosting the 1992 Olym
pics, Barcelona was boosted from relative 
obscurity to become a major city on the 
world stage, a bustling business centre 
synonymous with success and prestige. 

Almost half of the respondents to 
the YouGovThinkTank panel said that 
architecture played a vital role in the image 
of a destination. As cities throughout the 
world compete for investment, urban land
scapes and skylines are a key tool in creating 
differentiation. 

Singapore hired an impressive roster of 
international architects to create its skyline, 
including leoh Ming Pei and Norman Foster; 
in Hong Kong, the HSBC building and the 
Bank of China are part of what the city is 
about - aspirational and innovative. In each 
case, the buildings make a point about the 
city's international role and image. 

A high-profile sporting event, or the 
development of a cultural landmark, can be 
the platform that launches a city onto the 
world stage, often to lasting effect. In many 
ways, it is not the immediate financial benefits 
of a new landmark, but the impact on image 
and reputation, that have the longer-term 
impact. By understanding the ingredients of 
a demand destination, we can understand 
some of the assets and qualities that might 
contribute to a destination brand. 

One hundred and two members of 
YouGov'sThinkTank panel of business leaders 
responded to survey questions asking them 
to name their ideal destination, and which 
factors contributed to their positive 
impression of this destination. 

The findings reveal the key role played 
by 'soft' factors, and support the argument 
we make in this report about selling a 
'destination', which combines both soft and 
hard factors, exploiting both tangible and 
intangible assets.The results also reveal that 
the usual suspects are still dominating the 
destination economy. But will they be the 
destinations of the future? 

We believe this will not be the case 
without a change of approach. Our research 
reveals that the current positioning of some 
of these major players is not creating the 
difference needed to generate long-term 
competitiveness in the face of a generation 
of new market entrants. 

There are many challenges facing destin
ation marketers wishing to build brands, but 
investment in the development of a brand is 
a must for those places wishing to compete 
in today's highly competitive destination 
economy.Those committed to sustained 
investment in a destination brand will 
create the emotional engagement with their 
audience to drive success.Those without 
a clear and coherent brand will get lost in 
the crowd.That said, there are significant 
opportunities for new contenders to achieve 
destination status in this decade. 
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