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INTRODUCTION        

Experience marketing and country branding stimulate consumption and have a 
positive effect on economic development and growth by influencing travelers’ 
attitudes, behavior, and decisions, and providing a stronger competitive position. 
Countries compete with each other to attract the attention and trust of tourists, 
investors, international media, events, and talented people. To attract the target 
audience (particularly international or foreign travelers), a powerful and positive 
country brand could provide a crucial competitive advantage. According to 
Morgan et al. (2002), places are the world’s biggest tourism brands. Place is a 
generic term that includes countries, cities, regions, counties, states, and specific 
locations. The differentiation of messages, activities, and channels used by 
countries is as important as competitiveness in being distinguishable from others 
and unique. Country branding helps to deliver what the country and its brand 
have to offer customers: experiences and services that can only be obtained 
‘there’; these are features that acquire the attention of potential and existing 
customers. As branding activities require considerable effort and resources (e.g. 
time, money, and people), coordinated actions and well-conceived official 
strategies are needed. Based on the most recent marketing practices, the 
implementation of effective experience marketing and country branding 
strategies can help increase a country’s competitiveness and preference. 

This study explores the conceptualization and development of experience 
marketing and country branding, which are the key concepts of this thesis. 
Customer experiences are the cornerstones of contemporary marketing and 
tourism as well as of country branding. Experiences affect attitudes, judgments, 
and other aspects of consumer behavior. Unlike the traditional features-and-
benefits marketing approach, which lacks a fundamental basis and an insightful 
understanding of customers, and considers the rational economic view in which 
costs and benefits are the most important variables; experience marketing is 
grounded on the psychology of the individual customers and their social 
behavior where emotional aspects are also important (Holbrook & Hirschman, 
1982). Already in 1999, Schmitt declared that we were “in the middle of a 
revolution” in marketing and proposed a shift to experiential marketing by 
making a clear distinction from traditional marketing. 

As experience marketing is a wide concept, it is necessary to focus on some 
aspects such as place marketing and more specifically country branding and the 
marketing management perspective. Anholt (2007) defines a country brand as 
the perception of the place that exists in the minds of the audience. The purpose 
of country branding is to create awareness and contribute to a positive image of 
a place to potential and existing customers. In most cases, the Destination 
Marketing Organization (DMO) is in charge of managing the brand of a country, 
and the function of country brand managers is to administer the branding 
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process, strategies, promotion, marketing research, and the dissemination of the 
brand identity to its target audience. 

Pike and Page (2014, 203) acknowledge that so far in place marketing 
(umbrella term for places), the main concern has been solving marketing 
management decision problems using a “fragmented applied research approach 
rather than theory building.” Kavaratzis (2005, 2009) and later Niedomysl and 
Jonasson (2012) tried to develop a place marketing theory, and Hankinson 
(2004, 2009) laid the foundation for the development of a theory of destination 
brand management. In addition, Dinnie (2008) developed a conceptual model of 
nation-brand identity and image, and Kavaratzis and Hatch (2013) an identity-
based approach to place branding theory, but a proper country branding theory 
for research in this field seems to be still missing; thus, this lack was addressed 
in detail. The same problem applies to experience marketing, which in general 
terms is based on the experience economy theory/concept (Pine & Gilmore, 
1998, 1999). Notwithstanding the amount of research that has been conducted 
based on this theory, some authors consider that it is still in the pre-theory stage 
(e.g. Boswijk et al., 2007) or the explanations are too general and the theory is 
prescriptive (Sundbo & Sørensen, 2013). As a result, research gaps and 
opportunities were identified in order to contribute with a relevant academic 
work. In addition, Tynan and McKechnie (2009), in the review article 
“Experience marketing: a review and reassessment”, concur on the lack of 
clarity that prevails in regard to what exactly comprises an experience and the 
diversity of terms related to experience marketing. The extensive literature 
review conducted during this research revealed a compelling need for unification 
and clarity in the field; therefore, it was necessary to define the concepts.  

Most of the country branding research is based on single case studies, 
providing insufficient grounds for comparison or a ‘best practice’ sample. 
Research on country branding, in particular focusing on experience marketing, is 
limited by extent. This is the case with the studies by Blain et al. (2005), 
Hankinson (2009), Hudson and Ritchie (2009), and Nikolova and Hassan (2013) 
who have emphasized the importance of experience marketing as well as the 
analysis of perceptions in understanding consumer behavior.  

The research problem originates, on the one hand, from the lack of persuasive 
conceptualizations on the key concepts and the ways in which they relate to one 
another or support each other (i.e. their interconnections); and on the other hand, 
from the lack of knowledge and understanding of practices and frameworks on 
how to interpret and evaluate a country brand situation. In general, the problem 
lies in the tough competition between countries in the context of globalization 
and the necessity to find differentiation and competitive advantage. Although the 
literature supporting this thesis reveals the importance of experiences in country 
branding, the key constructs are complex and multidimensional. Thus, it is 
necessary to explain the connections between them and fill a perceived gap in 
the theoretical developments in the field. In addition, it is necessary to raise the 
awareness among organizations responsible for place brands about the 
possibilities of experience marketing when applied to country branding. Thus, 
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the motivation for the research stems from the need: 1) to understand existing 
concepts of experience marketing and country branding and to develop them 
further, 2) to gain an understanding of the mind-set of customers because of the 
competition and choices, and 3) to advance our understanding of the country 
brand situation. Furthermore, the interest in pursuing this research rests on its 
topicality, relevance and innovation opportunities.  

The aim of the thesis is to develop theoretical frameworks and analyze the 
current country brand situation in Estonia to understand and conceptualize 
experience marketing and country branding and how they are interconnected to 
the brand image and experiences of a country in the context of the strategic 
marketing management of competitive brands. This could be accomplished by 
proposing new models, definitions and categories, and understanding how 
foreign travelers (foreigners) perceive and experience a country and its brand to 
interpret a current brand situation in one specific country (Estonia). The focus is 
on aspects of place brand management and the perspectives of the DMOs who 
need to understand the concepts in order to find and create unique selling 
propositions and appropriate experiences, and attributes for promoting the 
country. The perspectives of travelers are also considered important and are 
taken into account as necessary feedback for the DMOs.  

More broadly, one central question emerged: How to understand the 
perceptions of country branding and country-based experiences to conceptualize 
the key concepts? Figure 1 presents the research questions (RQ) and their links 
to the research tasks (T).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 1. Research questions and tasks for the thesis (compiled by the author) 

 
To achieve these aims, seven research tasks were set. T1: to analyze and 

synthesize academic literature for conceptualizing experience marketing and 
country branding. T2: to develop conceptual models explaining the key concepts 

RQ1. How can experience marketing be conceptualized?

RQ2. How can country branding be conceptualized?

RQ3. What are the interconnections between  
experience marketing, country branding,  

authentic experiences, and country image? 

RQ6. How to understand and interpret the  
current situation of the country brand in Estonia? 

RQ5. How to classify experiences in country branding,  
and what country-based experiences can better  

support the branding of a country? 

RQ4. How do foreigners perceive and evaluate the  
Estonian brand and image? 

  

 T1 
     

 T2 

  

 T4 

  

 T3 

  

 T5 

  

 T6 
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and their interconnectedness. T3: to conduct empirical research among the target 
audience to explore the perceptions of a country brand and its image and 
experiences. T4: to formulate categories (main topics) for country branding 
(research). T5: to classify experiences for country branding and identify 
authentic experiences. T6: to interpret the current situation of the country brand 
in Estonia, including analyzing previous studies and official marketing 
strategies, and comparing the findings of interviews and documents (to find 
differences between country brand identity and image). T7: to make proposals 
for future research and provide managerial implications and suggestions.  

The author relies on social constructivism, which allows us to understand and 
interpret the social world in qualitative terms by exploring two complex and 
socially constructed phenomena, and by analyzing the perceptions and 
experiences of foreign travelers using a single case study approach. In addition 
to the customary literature review, this qualitative research draws on two main 
methods for gathering data: interviews and analyzing documents. The data were 
analyzed through a qualitative content analysis of interviews, document analysis 
of Estonian marketing strategies, and the analysis of previous studies of Brand 
Estonia (publications and official reports of studies on Estonia’s image and 
brand) ordered by the country DMO.  

Country branding is the focal point of the dissertation based on a case study – 
Estonia, a small country with a population of 1.3 million people, located at the 
heart of the Baltic Sea Region, in Northern Europe. The Estonian DMO is 
Enterprise Estonia, which is a government-supported organization promoting 
business and regional policy in Estonia, consisting of divisions such as the 
Estonian Tourist Board, the Investment and Trade Development Division, the 
Export Division, the Entrepreneurship and Innovation Centre among others. All 
divisions use the same country brand attributes in their marketing promotion. 
Currently, the marketing strategies managed by the country DMO provide one 
common basis to introduce Estonia to the world as a place of interest for visiting 
(tourism), a good place for doing business (investments, export), and for living, 
studying, or working. The Estonian brand is called Brand Estonia and it 
consists of a sign, a slogan, cornflower pattern, selected colors, photography, 
and typography, brand communication, and marketing strategies. 

Substantial problems with the Estonian brand have been noticed in earlier 
research (see section 1.4). The studies ordered by the country DMO are mostly 
quantitative, and for balance and better insights into customer minds, qualitative 
research is required. Previously, few authors such as Dinnie (2008), Moilanen 
and Rainisto (2009), Andersson (2007), and Szondi (2007) have included the 
Estonian case in their studies; however, referring to the data from the first phase 
of the branding process conducted in 2001–2002, not the changes that took place 
in 2008 and later.  

Country branding requires implementing innovative ideas and effective 
marketing concepts and activities that could have an overall impact on the 
economy and society. Government support is recommended by other authors; 
however, in Estonia, its involvement has not been active or direct in recent 
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years. The 100th anniversary of the Republic of Estonia will be celebrated in 
2018. The ongoing preparations make it more relevant than ever to raise 
questions about the efficacy of the country brand, which adjustments might be 
required, and how innovative marketing techniques should be used. So far, 
research concerning marketing strategies is insufficient and discussions of the 
need for change are scarce. In the Estonian case, the state, one of the most 
important stakeholders, has discontinued its direct involvement and the brand 
has not been subject to scrutiny and academic research for a long time. Thus, it 
is important to understand and interpret the perceptions of foreigners, and 
explore how existing strategies correspond to contemporary marketing and 
branding practices, and the rapid transformations and events affecting the 
economy and the social reality. This work corresponds to an objective need to 
encourage the DMO in its task, as well as to explore with academic rigor the 
intuitive perception that people have had about the brand. Solid grounds for 
future research will also be established as a contribution of this thesis. 

The thesis is based on four research articles that have a common thread on 
experience marketing and country branding. Articles I and II are conceptual, 
providing theoretical argumentation and explanations of the concepts and new 
models; Articles III and IV are empirical, based on an Estonian case study. All 
articles are designated using Roman numerals throughout the thesis. Figure 2 
shows the connections between the four articles and the structure of this thesis. 

The two dashed-line arrows in the figure show the use of the elements in the 
following articles. For example, the essential elements from Article I (cognition, 
affection, conation) are used in Article IV for the classification system as the 
main categories. In addition, some fundamental elements (identity, image) from 
the model of country branding introduced in Article II, were used in the research 
for Article III. In this way, the author thought and acted strategically throughout 
the whole research process thereby giving the conclusions a solid basis, 
enhancing its relevance for the development of the key concepts. 

Article I (Appendix 1) explores marketing terminology, identifies and 
highlights major differences between experience marketing and experiential 
marketing, and proposes a conceptual model of experience marketing.  

Article II (Appendix 2) examines the key concepts in association with 
cognition and sensemaking theories, and analyzes and synthesizes academic 
literature to create a conceptual model of country branding. The article describes 
a model that helps understand the essence of country branding and pave the way 
for further research.  

Article III (Appendix 3) aims at a better understanding of foreigners’ 
perceptions of a country brand and image, and the options for enhancing 
Estonia’s brand image, and formulates the categories for country branding. In 
addition, it focuses on the Estonian brand effectiveness by finding coincidences 
between the image and the brand formulation premises, provides an overview of 
previous studies of Brand Estonia, and presents the current challenges for the 
brand.  
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Figure 2. Interconnections of the articles and the structure of the thesis (by the author) 
 
Article IV (Appendix 4) establishes links between the concepts by showing 

the interconnections between experience marketing, country branding, authentic 
experiences, and positive country image. In addition, it aims to understand how 
foreigners perceive Estonia and describe their experiences, discovers authentic 
experiences, compares the experiences of the interviewees with those 
recommended in the marketing strategies, and proposes a classification system 
of experiences for future research. The comparative analysis is necessary to 
identify the gaps between the country brand identity and image.  

    Conceptualization of the key concepts 

Article I 
 Experience marketing 

Article II 
Country branding 

Article IV 
Experiences of a country 

Article III 
Country brand image 

Conceptual model of experience 
marketing (section 3.1.1) 

Conceptual model of country 
branding (section 3.1.2) 

   Theoretical frameworks 

Model indicating the interconnections 
between experience marketing, country 

branding, authentic experiences, and 
country image (section 3.1.3) 

Classification system of experiences 
for country branding (section 3.3) 

Categorization system for 
country branding (section 3.2) 

Place brand management, 
previous studies on Brand 

Estonia (section 1.4) 

Authentic Estonian experiences 
(section 3.4)

Comparison of the country 
brand identity and image, the 
brand situation (section 3.5) 

Conclusions (section 4.1) 
Contributions of the thesis (section 4.2) 
Ideas for future research (section 4.3) 
Managerial implications (section 4.4)

Concepts in experience marketing  
(section 1.2)

Concepts in country branding  
(section 1.3)
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This doctoral thesis contributes to the development of the concepts of 
experience marketing and country branding, constructs three novel models, 
builds a categorization system for country branding and creates a system for 
classifying experiences, and interprets the current country brand situation and 
the effectiveness of the Estonian brand. It explores how travelers perceive the 
country and its brand and image, and based on the findings offers recommen-
dations for future research and suggestions for marketing professionals and 
DMOs. To understand and bring clarity to the key concepts and marketing 
terminology, Articles I and II proposed new models and definitions. Articles III 
and IV have both theoretical and practical contributions and could be the basis 
for future research for other countries. Although the work focuses on the tourism 
perspective (often referred to as destination branding), country branding could 
also be applied to other place marketing priorities; thus, this research is 
applicable to other sectors as well, such as foreign investments, exports, and 
immigration. Most importantly, country branding and experience marketing in 
the context of this work both consider all kinds of travelers, not only tourists. 
This thesis could raise the awareness of scholars, marketers and DMOs dealing 
with place marketing since this research can also be used when branding other 
places (e.g. cities, regions). Insights obtained during the research could provide 
input for marketing strategies that can be adjusted accordingly. Section 4.2 
explains the contributions of the dissertation in more detail.  

The research has been reported in various conferences, including: “European 
Marketing Academy 41st Annual Conference” (Portugal, 2012); 7th 
International Scientific Conference “Business and Management” (Lithuania, 
2012); “International Marketing Trends Conference” (Italy, 2012); and 2nd 
“International Marketing Spring Conference” at TUT (Estonia, 2014). 

This thesis is structured as follows. Chapter 1 presents the theoretical 
foundations, including the positioning of the research, the concepts in experience 
marketing and country branding, and their connections to place brand 
management and the study’s foundations – the case of Estonia and its previous 
studies. Chapter 2 explains the epistemological perspectives, research design, 
and methodology applied, including data collection, analysis, and comments on 
its trustworthiness. Chapter 3 reveals the findings: explains the new conceptual 
models, introduces the categorization and classification systems based on the 
interviews, highlights the authentic experiences and finally presents a 
comparison of the country brand identity and image to understand the brand 
situation. Chapter 4 synthesizes the conclusions, highlights theoretical and 
practical contributions, and provides implications for future research and 
suggestions for marketing managers and DMOs. The chapters are followed by 
references, the abstract, and appendices containing Articles I–IV. 
 

Abbreviations used in this thesis: 
DMO – Destination Marketing Organization 
INT – Interviewee 
WTE – Welcome to Estonia  
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1. THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS

This chapter introduces the theoretical foundation for the creation of the con-
ceptual frameworks (presented in Chapter 3) by explaining the key concepts, and 
elaborating on the foundations and underlying basis for the empirical research. 
The first section presents the positioning and focus of the research, and the next 
two introduce the concepts within experience marketing and country branding. 
The last section covers place brand management, the challenges that DMOs face 
today, and an overview of previous studies conducted on Brand Estonia. 

1.1. Positioning and focus of the research 

Tourism has always been relevant in marketing research, much more so now that 
branding extends to places, countries, and beyond. Even though a number of 
specialist disciplines link to the key concepts of this thesis, such as foreign direct 
investments, export, human geography, cultural and heritage studies, (graphic) 
design, symbolic economy inter alia, they remain outside the scope of this 
research. Instead, the focus is on marketing concepts – experience marketing and 
country branding – which both rely on marketing management. Because human 
psychology is closely related to the key concepts, some psychological aspects 
are also included.  

The positioning of this interdisciplinary research is illustrated in Figure 3. 
1) In relation to experience marketing, the focal point of the empirical research
is on country-based experiences and aspects of customer behavior taking into 
account the cognitive, affective, and conative perspectives. 2) In regard to 
country branding, the emphasis is on tourism and the perceptions of the target 
audience of the country and its brand and image. 3) Since both key concepts 
belong to the marketing discipline that is a business function and management 
process, they are interrelated through marketing management. In fact, brand 
management is one of the most important functions within the broader concept 
of place marketing management. Here, the focus is on the strategic marketing of  

 

Figure 3. Positioning of the research (compiled by the author) 

 

 Place marketing 
 management 

Experience 
marketing 

Country 
branding 

 

Current 
 research 

Case of 
Estonia 



17 

DMOs that contributes to the competitiveness of a place and is connected to a 
specific case study of Estonia. When awareness about a country increases, it 
attracts more travelers, and preferences as well as a positive country image 
emerge. In turn, the economy of the whole country benefits, resulting in 
increased economic revenue and well-being for the locals, boosting the whole 
economy. Therefore, place brand managers should employ effective marketing 
strategies to promote places. 

Table 1 shows additional aspects of this research that reflect the research 
focus by giving an overview of the fundamental decisions. 

 

Table 1. Research focus (compiled by the author) 
 

Research dimension Selected focus 
Key concepts  Experience marketing and country branding  
Theoretical positioning  Marketing management,  

the empirical study is from the perspective of DMOs  
Type of place (context) Country 
Case study  Estonia  
Target audience Travelers (visitors, tourists), in this study foreigners 

 

The most relevant theories concerning this study were found to be: branding 
theory, place marketing theory, experience economy, consumer behavior theory, 
and marketing management theory. Consumer information processing, consumer 
culture, and behavioral decisions are subfields of consumer behavior theory 
(MacInnis & Folkes, 2010), providing special consumer insights into 
experiences, the core object in experience marketing. According to Schmitt 
(2010), marketing strategy and marketing models have contributed to experience 
marketing to the same extent, and consequently, they are covered on an equal 
basis in this research. In this thesis the term ‘strategic marketing’ is used in 
reference to the field of study, and ‘marketing strategy’ in regard to the 
organizational strategy construct and the latter may be defined as an 
organization’s integrated pattern of decisions (Varadarajan, 2010) necessary for 
country branding. The study adopts the perspective of the marketing 
management of DMOs trying to contribute to their best knowledge in theoretical 
and practical terms.  

Estonia is the place selected for the case study. It is located in Northern 
Europe, and shares borders with Finland, Sweden, Russia, and Latvia. The 
researcher is an Estonian and aims to contribute to the improvement of country 
branding activities with academic and practical expertise of more that 15 years 
in work related to both key concepts. 

Many kinds of target groups for country branding exist; for example, tourists, 
investors, foreign students, business travelers, talented people, and transit 
visitors. A tourist travels to a place for pleasure and is thus not a business 
traveler or investor covered in this research. A visitor who is also a particular 
type of traveler takes a trip to a country for some main purpose, including 
business and professional activities. Thus, this research focuses broadly on 
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travelers defined by The United Nations World Tourism Organization as 
“someone who moves between different geographic locations, for any purpose 
and any duration”1, but also divides this category into domestic and international 
travelers. On the other hand, a foreigner is a person born or coming from outside 
a country. Hence, the definition in the Merriam-Webster dictionary “a person 
belonging to or owing allegiance to a foreign country”2, best describes the 
sample of the research.  

Opting for country branding as a key concept reflects important assumptions. 
Several sub-divisions of place branding are closely related to country branding; 
destination branding and nation branding are commonly used interchangeably 
(see section 1.3). Based on the literature analysis, destination branding refers 
only to the tourism sector (see e.g. Morrison, 2013), while the results of this 
research can also be applied to other business sectors. In addition, provinces, 
counties, cities within a country can also be destinations. Finally, since the case 
study refers to a whole country instead of its parts, country branding reflects the 
content with precision. Nations, on the other hand, are unified by a collective 
identity and a sense of unity that awakens in the group a solidarity that no other 
force can trigger. Not all countries are formed on the basis of a nation or could 
consist of more than one. Some nations might not have a territory with borders, 
and a government as a political entity. Consequently, the concept of nation 
branding was not as useful to guide the study. A country is the equivalent of an 
administrative unit with a geographic territory where several nations can co-exist 
and are connected by legal and political rights rather than by ethnic or cultural 
identities. Furthermore, for this reason, nation branding was not preferred; 
instead, country branding seemed best. Although, in some parts of the thesis, 
‘place’ and ‘country’ are used synonymously, ‘place’ is considered to be the 
umbrella term.  

1.2. Concepts in experience marketing  

In Article I important distinctions are established to separate experience 
marketing from related theoretical proposals, such as experiential marketing and 
customer experience management to better understand the concepts and the 
relevant marketing terminology, because the common use of these terms as 
synonyms in academic literature is misleading. The confusion arising from this 
lack of precision has been detected earlier. Tynan and McKechnie (2009, 502) 
refer to a lack of clarity in the marketing literature with regard to “what exactly 
constitutes an experience and the conflation of terms associated” with 
experience marketing. They recognize the problem, but propose no 
terminological development. Schmitt, the initiator of experiential marketing, 
wrote in 1999 a seminal article and a book “Experiential marketing”; but ten 
years later in a joint publication with Brakus and Zarantonello (Brakus et al., 

                                                      
1 Source: http://media.unwto.org/en/content/understanding-tourism-basic-glossary 
2 Source: http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/foreigner 
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2009), and in his later works (e.g. Schmitt, 2010), he refers to the same concept 
with the expression ‘experience marketing’. A prerequisite to advance the theory 
is to depart from precise definitions of its main concepts. 

One of the possible reasons for this terminological confusion and different 
focus is attributable to the existence of three schools of thought, representing 
different aspects of the same phenomenon. Pine and Tarssanen (2008) refer to 
other authors and differentiate: the American school focusing on marketing 
management and economy (e.g. Schmitt, Pine, Gilmore); the Nordic school on 
the design of experience products and services (e.g. Gelter, Tarssanen, Kylänen); 
and the Central European school on experience based learning (e.g. Boswijk, 
Thijssen, Peelen, Snel). A German school of Erlebnismarketing (marketing with 
emotion) (Weinberg) could be added to this list. The focal point in this thesis is 
on the American school of thought as it focuses on marketing management.  

To understand the level of complexity in the essence of experience 
marketing, the first concept to explore is experience, which indicates the main 
component and also the type of marketing. The departing assumption is that 
experience is a complex phenomenon that affects the understanding of all related 
constructs. No agreement on a definition is available in the marketing literature 
(Carù & Cova, 2003; Poulsson & Kale, 2004); the lack of clarity lies in the 
different ways in which experience can be understood. Besides, it differs greatly 
when translated into different languages, acquiring special connotations 
depending on the particular context, even within the same concept. People 
perceive a difference between the simple pleasure of an ordinary experience (e.g. 
everyday experience) and the enjoyment of an extraordinary one (e.g. river-
rafting, skydiving). Pine and Gilmore (1999) distinguish four different types of 
experiences: escapist, entertaining, educational, and aesthetic. In addition, we 
can differentiate between consumer and consumption, mundane and flow 
experiences. Furthermore, Edgell et al. (1997) separated four types of 
consumption experience: family, friendship, citizenship, and consumer 
experiences. From a different angle, people can differentiate and describe 
several types of experiences; for instance, physical, emotional, mental, 
sensational, spiritual, social, and virtual. Additionally, Tynan and McKechnie 
(2009) explain that being a noun and a verb, experience can convey a process 
(participating in the activity), affect a feeling, or be even an outcome as a skill or 
learning. Furthermore, Carbone and Haeckel (1994, 9) add qualifications; they 
explain that an experience “may be good or bad, lasting or fleeting, a random 
phenomenon or an engineered perception.” There is no unique approach, and 
definitions vary according to different aspects and factors that have affect. Table 
2 identifies some of the various dimensions that authors have proposed on the 
analysis of experiences over the past 50 years. 

Poulsson and Kale (2004, 271) explain that an experience is a result of the 
interaction between a customer (subject) and an experience provider (object), 
and the act of co-creation between the two. Walls et al. (2011) define consumer 
experience as “multidimensional takeaway impression or outcome, based on the 
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Table 2. Summary of terminology used  
 

Authors Year Approach to experience 
Maslow 1964 Peak experience 

Holbrook, Hirschman 1982 Experiential aspects 
Csikszentmihalyi 1990 Flow experience 

Arnould, Price 1993 Extraordinary experience 
Carbone, Haeckel 1994 Customer experience engineering 

Pine, Gilmore 1998 
Distinct economic offering, 

experience economy, memorable  

Schmitt 1999 Experiential marketing 

Poulsson, Kale 2004 Commercial experience 
Boswijk, Thijssen, Peelen 2005 Meaningful experience 

Tarssanen, Kylänen 2007 Experience pyramid, personal change 
Source: Author’s compilation (Same & Larimo, 2012, 481) 

 

consumer’s willingness and capacity to be affected and influenced by physical 
and/or human interaction dimensions.” This thesis focuses on brand experiences 
defined by Brakus et al. (2009) as “subjective, internal consumer responses 
(sensations, feelings, and cognitions) and behavioral responses evoked by brand-
related stimuli” that are part of a brand’s identity and design, communications, 
and the environments in which the brand is marketed or sold. 

The initiators of experience marketing are Pine and Gilmore (1998, 1999) 
and Schmitt (1999, 2003, 2010). The growing use of experience marketing plays 
a fundamental role in what Pine and Gilmore (1998) have described as the 
experience economy, stating that experiences are the fourth economic offering 
and illustrating the progression of value from commodities to experiences by 
showing how experiences differ from commodities, goods, and services. In 
addition, Pine and Gilmore (1999, 12) declare that “while commodities are 
fungible, goods tangible, and services intangible, experiences are memorable.” 
Thus, experience is defined by Leppiman and Same (2011, 247) as an 
“economic offering and a meaningful relationship, communication between the 
company, brand, service, and customers who perceive and meaningfully expe-
rience it.”  

Experiences affect attitudes and other aspects of consumer behavior; 
however, it may be the other way around when new experiences result from 
changes in attitude or behavior. As claimed by Evans, Jamal and Foxall (2009, 
105), attitude is a “complex mental state involving what we know, our feelings, 
our values and dispositions to act in certain ways.” Attitudes shape social 
orientations, or the inclination to respond to something either favorably or 
unfavorably. The components of attitudes are cognitive (thoughts and beliefs), 
affective (feelings and emotions), and conative or behavioral. Myers and Alpert 
(1968) explain that they are evaluative reactions demonstrating one’s beliefs, 
feelings or intended behaviors. Most prior research is based on the cognitive 
component alone, which provides relevance to the assumption this thesis departs 
from: all three components are necessary for a holistic view of marketing.  
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Despite the fact that experiences are key competitive resources, there is no 
consensus on the definition of experience marketing and the context in which it 
is used. Leeflang (2011) suggests that this important topic has received in-
sufficient attention and Schmitt (2010, 63) acknowledges that experience 
marketing is a recent and exciting concept, and describes it as any form of 
“marketing activity that creates a connection to customers.” Lee, Hsiao and 
Yang (2010, 356) explain that experience marketing aims to request “marketing 
staff to emphasize the overall experience quality for consumers passed by 
brands, including rational decision-making and sentimental consumption 
experience.” Baron, Harris and Hilton (2009, 346) define experience marketing 
as “the creation of a memorable episode based on a customer’s direct personal 
participation or observation”; but at the same time, they use exactly the same 
definition for experiential marketing.  

Already in 2004, McCole described experience marketing as a new way of 
thinking about the discipline, and argued that going back to the traditional 
feature-and-benefit marketing practice results only in customer satisfaction; but 
in the experiential paradigm, emotional attachment is of great importance. This 
thesis goes beyond and emphasizes the need for a holistic view of experience 
marketing; that is, taking into account three attitudinal perspectives of 
experiences, analyzing and combining customer emotions, beliefs, and 
intentions, and not only emotions. Schmitt (2010) suggests 1) experiential value, 
2) different types of experiences, 3) experience touchpoints, and 4) the 
distinction between ordinary and extraordinary experiences as the key concepts 
of experience marketing. He considers experiential value mostly as a hedonic 
value; in terms of types of experience he takes sense, feel, think, act, and relate 
experiences; in terms of experience touchpoints, stimuli that evoke experiences 
(e.g. names, logos, designs, store elements); and the differentiation based on the 
extraordinariness or exceptional nature of the experience as the main way of 
classifying the experiences.  

When Schmitt (1999) explains the idea of Pine and Gilmore’s experience 
economy, he uses the phrase ‘experiential economy’, showing that the concepts 
are used interchangeably. He proposed a framework for experiential marketing 
based on two aspects: 1) strategic experiential modules (SEMs), which form the 
strategic underpinning (i.e. five types of experiences that marketers could create 
for customers: sensory, affective, physical, behaviors and lifestyles, social-
identity experiences); 2) experience providers (ExPros), which are the tactical 
tools (such as communications, visual and verbal identity, product presence, 
electronic media). However, both of these modules can be seen as marketing 
tools or tactics, because the type of experience does not make it automatically 
strategic. Holbrook (2000), with whom this thesis concurs, criticizes Schmitt for 
positioning this rather modest conceptual framework as a key strategic planning 
tool of experiential marketing.   

Other explanations and definitions of experiential marketing are proposed, 
for instance, by Evans et al. (2009, 500), who define it as “where markets 
encourage consumers to use multiple senses to experience a brand, at any or all 
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the pre- and post-purchase stages of the buying process”, and You-Ming (2010, 
190), who explains it as a “kind of face-to-face communication method, which 
mainly raises customers’ physical and emotional feelings so that customers 
expect to be relevant and interactive to some brands and to feel and experience 
wholehearted.” Smilansky (2009, 5) describes it as a “process of identifying and 
satisfying customer needs and aspirations profitably, engaging them through 
two-way communications that bring brand personalities to life and add value to 
the target audience.” Yuan and Wu (2008, 388) confirm that it can be seen as a 
marketing tactic designed by a business to stage the entire physical environment 
and the operational processes for its customers to experience. Carù and Cova 
(2003, 278) are critical of the American romanticism (Schmitt, Holbrook, Pine, 
Gilmore) suggesting that this allowed Holbrook to propose the logical sequence: 
“experiential consumption → emotional responses → pleasure, and to insist on 
the fact that in this experiential approach, sensations are more important than the 
consumers’ rational thoughts.” Various definitions of experiential marketing 
indicate that it is directly and mainly related to emotions, feelings, and senses; 
and not directly to cognitions and intentions. Thus, experiential marketing does 
not apply to strategic marketing, but to tactical and operational level actions, 
where the main question is how to implement and carry out marketing 
campaigns or other activities in experiential ways.  

Schmitt (2003) later defined the concept of customer experience 
management (CEM) that represents the methodology or a process used to 
comprehensively manage a customer’s cross-channel exposure, interaction and 
transaction with a brand or company. CEM is like a program (Cantone & 
Risitano, 2011) or schedule, based on five steps or concrete recommendations 
for marketing activities. The CEM strategies induce the customer’s involvement 
at different levels (Gentile et al., 2007): sensorial, emotional, rational, physical, 
and spiritual.  

There is a lack of unified positions and instead rather polarized opinions 
prevail in the marketing literature. This thesis introduces definitions that seem 
clear and encompassing to resolve these differences: experience marketing is the 
“strategic marketing of experiences that take into account the affective, 
cognitive, and conative perspectives of consumption experience” (Leppiman & 
Same, 2011, 249); and experiential marketing is a “marketing planning tool, 
which focuses on tactical and operational level actions where the main question 
is how to do marketing experientially” (p. 251). This thesis raises the question of 
the need to draw a clear line between experience marketing and experiential 
marketing, to prevent further conceptual confusion and establish that the two are 
not interchangeable concepts. The author recommends the use of experience 
marketing. It is important to highlight that lexically ‘experience’ is a noun or a 
verb, whereas ‘experiential’ is an adjective and means involving or based on 
experience, stressing the importance of experience as the basis of the field.  
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1.3. Concepts in country branding  

Article II shows that terminological confusion applies to country branding as 
well. Different concepts refer to place/country branding in the marketing 
literature and authors are often engaged in terminological debates. Hanna and 
Rowley (2008) dedicate an entire article to analyzing this problem; Fetscherin 
(2010) observes that the concepts of nation and country branding are used 
interchangeably; and Pasquinelli (2010) describes the various ways in which 
place brand is presented, according to the specific aspect that is taken into 
consideration. Before elaborating and discussing country branding, the 
fundamental concepts of brand and branding need to be explained. 

Place/country brand according to Dinnie (2008, 15), is the “unique, multi-
dimensional blend of elements that provide the place with culturally-grounded 
differentiation and relevance for all of its target audiences.” This definition 
describes the essence well but does not clarify the specific elements and target 
audiences. According to Riezebos et al. (2003), the brand is a subjective mental 
picture shared by a group of consumers or audience. A brand is a core concept in 
marketing; many consider it like a promise (e.g. Olins, 2005). Jaffe and 
Nebenzahl (2001) see it as the impact that perceptions and generalizations about 
a place have on a customers’ evaluation of the place’s brands and products. 
Herstein (2011) highlights the two dimensions of place brands: representational 
(attributes linked to the individual’s way of self-expression, intangible 
characteristics) and functional (utilitarian aspects of the destinations – sun, reefs, 
sky, culture; tangible characteristics). Braun and Zenker (2010, 5) define country 
brand as “a network of associations in the consumers’ mind based on the visual, 
verbal, and behavioral 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.” This definition summarizes the concept quite well. 

In this thesis, country branding refers to the promotion and introduction of 
the brand through the elements and a story; and its mission is to support the 
creation and strengthening of a positive image; and to measure, build and 
manage a country brand. Thus, country branding is a systematic and planned 
process and very broadly, it means applying corporate branding techniques to 
countries as they address multiple groups of stakeholders and must take into 
account a long-term development. Many authors (Anholt, 2002; Hankinson, 
2007; Kavaratzis, 2005; Pasquinelli, 2010) declare that managing place brands 
might be more like managing corporate brands because they have similar 
characteristics. According to Kavaratzis (2009), both have multidisciplinary 
roots, a high level of intangibility and complexity, and the need to consider 
social responsibility. Papadopoulos and Heslop (2002) compare a country to a 
corporation that produces many products; and Nikolova and Hassan (2013) 
claim that despite their specifics, country brands compete globally on an equal 
footing with consumer and service brands. Many authors (e.g. Warnaby & 
Medway, 2013) agree that a country could be regarded as a product.   
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Fetscherin (2010) classified country branding into four main subjects:                   
1) country image or country-product image (Agarwal & Sikri, 1996), 2) country 
identity (Hall, 2002; Keillor & Hult, 1999), 3) destination branding, and                       
4) country of origin (Nebenzahl & Jaffe, 1996; Roth & Romeo, 1992). As these 
are relevant topics in country branding, the first three are explained in detail. The 
fourth, country of origin effect (COO) is also known as “Made in” labeling and 
refers to the country a product comes from, describing how customers’ 
perceptions, attitudes, and purchase decisions are influenced by a product’s 
country of origin; but this is not within the scope of this research. 

Two fundamental constructs are brand identity and image. Country brand 
identity refers to how the brand owner (DMO) decides it should be presented. It 
is a choice that “represents the vision of how the place should be perceived in 
the marketplace, with the aim of achieving differentiation” (Pike & Page, 2014, 
211). Country branding aims to communicate a country’s unique identity. At the 
same time, country brand image is about how people perceive and experience 
the brand in reality, and how it exists in the minds of the customers and 
consumers. Anholt (2007, 5) defines brand image as “the perception of the 
(place) brand that exists in the mind of their consumers or audience.” On the 
other hand, brand identity could be enhanced based on a customer’s brand image 
(Qu et al., 2011). Customer-based brand equity is related to country image and 
to the investment a country makes in effective brand development, and 
according to Garcia, Gomez and Molina (2012), brand equity occurs when the 
customers familiar with the brand have formed positive and unique associations 
with it. The country image is never fixed or certain (Brown et al. 2006) because 
each person develops his/her own representations about the places and focuses 
selectively on the elements that are real or appealing. People are influenced by 
attitudes, opinions, beliefs, ideas, impressions, and other cultural constraints 
(Beerli & Martin, 2004; Myers & Alpert, 1968; Nicoletta & Servidio, 2012).  

In addition, authenticity is of growing importance. Scholars claim that 
authenticity is central to brand status, equity and corporate reputation (Beverland 
et al., 2008; Chhabra et al., 2003; Elliott & Wattanasuwan, 1998; Gilmore & 
Pine, 2007). Some researchers even suggest it is one of the foundations of 
contemporary marketing. Napoli et al. (2014, 1091) describe brand authenticity 
as a “subjective evaluation of genuineness ascribed to a brand by consumers.” 
They state that the construct is multifaceted and built around the perceptions of 
heritage, nostalgia, cultural symbolism, sincerity, craftsmanship, quality 
commitment, and design consistency. Authenticity is a fundamental quality of a 
brand when considering that due to an excessive commodification and marked 
decreasing faith in marketing, people tend to perceive many things to be fake. 
This also gives rise to a higher demand for alternative consumption offerings. 
The craving for authenticity has changed the overall consumption landscape and 
marketers need to reassess their strategies. Countries, products, and services 
have become easily substitutable, and it is difficult to distinguish them and to 
differentiate. At the same time, this is essential for increasing the overall 
competitiveness of a country and in general, of all brands. 
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The other important concepts and research topics in country/place brand 
management are brand strategy, positioning, brand associations, and 
performance (e.g. Anholt, 2007; Ashworth & Kavaratzis, 2010; Hankinson, 
2009; Kotler & Gertner, 2002; Morrison, 2013; Pike, 2004). Country branding 
covers the branding of tourism as well as exports, foreign direct investments, 
immigration, and education. The focus on tourism in this thesis does not exclude 
other fields, in particular when tourism branding interrelates and overlaps with 
these because they use the same country brand attributes and policies. For 
example, business travelers or official visitors might also engage in tourism; 
thus, country branding is equally important for them.  

Destination branding has mostly been used in relation to countries, and in 
tourism promotion; this is why destination branding is placed as a subset of 
country branding, although their activities seem similar. Blain et al. (2005, 337) 
explain that destination branding consists of marketing activities that 1) support 
the creation of a logo or other graphic that “identifies and differentiates a 
destination; that 2) consistently convey the expectation of a memorable travel 
experience that is uniquely associated with the destination; that 3) serve to 
consolidate and reinforce the emotional connection between the visitor and the 
destination; and that 4) reduce consumer search costs and perceived risk.” They 
highlight that while the definition addresses Aaker’s (2002) core branding 
concepts, it derives from experience marketing. Furthermore, it explains the 
activities performed in country branding. Ooi (2004, 109) defines destination 
branding as the process of “inventing and presenting a unique and attractive 
brand story to tourists and tourists-to-be about the destination, so as to influence 
their perceptions of the place in a positive direction.” 

For the last 20 years, a growing amount of research has become available 
about country branding (Fetscherin, 2010), place branding (Govers & Go, 2009; 
Kavaratzis, 2005), as well as destination branding (Baker, 2007; Hankinson, 
2005; Michelson, 2014), and nation branding (Anholt, 2002; Dinnie, 2008; Fan, 
2006; Olins, 2002). In addition, the interest in city branding (Braun & Zenker, 
2010; Dinnie, 2011; Hospers, 2003), region branding (Andersson, 2007; Hall, 
1999), and branding of smaller places (e.g. provinces, counties) is increasing 
too. All of those specific concepts can be placed under place branding, an 
umbrella concept first used by Kotler and Gertner in 2002. Niedomysl and 
Jonasson (2012, 225) define it as the “measures taken by actors appointed to 
govern a place, to improve the competitive image of that place with the explicit 
aim of attracting capital from elsewhere.” Anholt sees place branding as the 
“management of place image through strategic innovation and coordinated 
economic, commercial, social, cultural, and government policy” (2007; cited in 
Moilanen & Rainisto, 2009, 7). In this light, we can say that country branding 
equals place branding. Kavaratzis and Ashworth (2005) reveal three types of 
place branding (often confused in the literature), which are operations with three 
different objectives: geographical nomenclature, product-place co-branding, and 
branding as place management. Interest in this thesis lies in the latter. 
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While Lee (2009, v) defines nation branding as an “ongoing and iterative 
process to develop and maintain the nation-brand system and to influence the 
sustainable competitiveness of a nation”; Fan (2010) establishes it as a “process 
by which a nation’s images can be created, monitored, evaluated and proactively 
managed in order to improve or enhance the country’s reputation among a target 
international audience.” Olins (2002, 247) declares that in nation branding, 
people can be “motivated and inspired, and manipulated” with the same 
techniques the companies used to brand products because “branding businesses 
and nations does have a lot in common.” In countries, such as the United 
Kingdom, nation branding is officially referred to as public diplomacy. 

A nation is a concept that involves connotations beyond the scope of 
marketing and management; it is different from a country and is a more complex 
term that involves a sociological perspective that is possible to explain through 
shared identities, language, cultural values, heritage, and usually ethnicity. Fan 
(2010) compared several definitions and found differences in the focus, purpose 
and outcome of branding the nation in terms of remolding national identities; 
enhancing a nation’s competitiveness (Anholt, 2007; Lee, 2009); embracing 
political, cultural, business and sports activities; promoting economic and 
political interests (Szondi, 2007); and altering, improving a nation’s image/ 
reputation (Gudjonsson, 2005). Instead, Fan proposes the term nation image 
management. Anholt (2007) who coined and introduced nation branding equates 
this to competitive identity, a term for synthesizing brand management with 
public diplomacy and tourism, trade, investment, and export promotion.  

With regard to country branding, Pike and Page (2014) claim that a greater 
part of place studies have focused on cognitive attributes and only recently are 
cognition and affect towards destinations being studied alongside (Baloglu & 
Mangaloglu, 2001; Hosany et al., 2006; Kim & Yoon, 2003; Konecnik, 2005; 
San Martin & Del Bosque, 2008). One reason is that approaches to terms and the 
understanding of concepts differ. For a holistic view, conative aspects are also 
vital. From the cognitive perspective, Brijs, Bloemer and Kasper (2011, 1259) 
state that “country-specific cognitions influence affect, which in turn influences 
conation. Country-related conations also represent the predominant influence on 
a subject’s beliefs, evaluation, and purchase intentions.” From the affective 
perspective, many authors (e.g. Yüksel and Akgül, 2007) have used the affective 
image scale developed by Russell and Pratt (1980), including four diametric 
(bipolar) adjectives: unpleasant–pleasant, sleepy–arousing, distressing–relaxing, 
and gloomy–exciting. From the conative perspective, Pearce and Lee (2005) 
examined the relationship between travel experience and travel motivation, and 
their results show that the core considerations behind travel motivations are 
escape and relaxation, novelty, relationship enhancement, and self-development. 
They indicate that host-site interaction and nature-related motivations are 
essential factors influencing experienced visitors, whereas personal 
development, stimulation, security, self-actualization, nostalgia, romance, and 
recognition are priorities for less-experienced visitors. These subcategories are 
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used in the findings section attempting to link theoretical considerations with the 
experiences of the Estonian case. 

Although prior research indicates that a country is investigated more often 
than any other type of place, country branding is a relatively new concept facing 
a lack of academic empirical research. This study uses and recommends the use 
of country branding when a country is at the core of the research, which makes it 
easier for the reader to understand the research focus. 

1.4. Place brand management and the case of Estonia 

Marketing management is a business function involving the management of 
marketing activities. According to Kotler and Keller (2012), in the 21st century, 
it addresses the following seven tasks: developing marketing strategies and 
plans, capturing insights and performance, connecting with customers, building 
strong brands, shaping market offerings, delivering and communicating value, 
and creating successful long-term growth. The need for differentiation driven by 
experience marketing and the demand to facilitate a dialogue between a brand, 
its network members, and customers, together with the requirement to build 
positive and strong impressions communicating the experience to customers, all 
point to the centrality of branding in the experience process (Tynan & 
McKechnie, 2009). Some concepts are common both to experience marketing 
and country branding, such as identity, image, authenticity, communication, 
cognitive–affective–conative perspectives, brand equity, and attitudes (as 
explained in Articles III, IV). 

Building and managing the place/country brand requires a long-term 
commitment and so countries need to adopt a strategic view. Branding is not 
accomplished only by creating an attractive logo, an advertisement, or a political 
campaign, but it requires a comprehensive national effort on the part of all the 
country’s stakeholders to create and manage the identity of their country. 
Country branding incorporates activities that attempt to reduce the gap between 
the desired identity (on DMO and country’s side) and the actual image held in 
the minds of consumers (on receiver’s side). In this sense, according to Same 
and Solarte-Vasquez (2014), successful place marketing and effective country 
branding strategies are the fundamental keys to a positive country image. 
Branding experts (e.g. Aaker, 2002; Kapferer, 2012; Keller, 2008) agree on the 
importance of working on the identity first as it is the most compelling tool for 
the differentiation of the country brand, and the formulation of a powerful 
strategy. A country brand is “effective when its image matches the identity 
promoted” (Article III). A country branding strategy introduces a vision and a 
framework for it to be implemented. The state contributes with tourism policies 
and should be engaged in branding activities given the impact on economic and 
social development that can be expected from a successful brand. This thesis 
concurs with Hanna and Rowley (2011) by emphasizing that brand evaluation 
(including assessment and audit) is usually the first stage in every country brand 
project.  
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A DMO is any organization, at any level, responsible for the marketing of an 
identifiable place. Their jurisdictions may cover a country, state, province, 
region, or city, and they are a critical component for the country. DMOs are 
frequently the only advocates for a holistic tourism industry for a place 
facilitating dialogue between the private and public sector, and other 
stakeholders. Competition is intense and differentiation is crucial. This thesis 
stresses that a strong country brand contributes to the development of a country 
and the challenges of remaining competitive in the global market can be helped 
only when the brand has been adequately formulated, assessed and managed. As 
country brand managers who usually work within government organizations 
focus on marketing from the supply-side or sellers’ perspective, place brand 
management is responsible for answering the question: How should countries 
market and promote themselves? According to Lee (2009), this process has to be 
managed by a strategic approach to create and improve a country’s identity and 
image.  

Fyall et al. (2012, 22) state that places face an “ever-growing array of 
challenges and opportunities.” A number of authors, such as Kotler et al. (1999), 
Moilanen and Rainisto (2009), Morgan, Pritchard, and Pride (2002), and 
Morrison (2013), have highlighted the challenging nature of country branding. 
For example, Moilanen and Rainisto (2009) refer to the following challenges: 
closeness to politics, limited financial resources, difficulties in monitoring, the 
customer builds the product, the experience centricity of tourism products, 
seasonality, and development. According to Kotler et al. (1999), competition 
intensifies but resources are scarce and places are increasingly at risk because of 
the change in the global economic and technological environment, and the 
inevitable process of urban evolution and decay. More challenges exist; for 
example, government policy could favor centralized management, a board of 
directors may govern strategic direction, challenges within the DMOs, 
businesses and individuals may favor fragmentation, ‘complaining’ versus 
‘doing’, lack of sustainable financial support and so on. Morgan et al. (2002) 
highlight the challenges related to politics, the external environment, the 
destination product, and creating differentiation. Places, like companies, face 
challenges as new technology and telecommunications have changed the global 
economy. 

Furthermore, such a “complex experience is difficult to guarantee every time, 
given the variable nature of tourism products and the fact that all its elements are 
not under the […] direct influence of the DMO” (Blain et al., 2005, 329). Still, 
DMOs need to give direction and suggest tools, otherwise the messages can 
conflict. Country branding is a continuous responsibility, one value proposition 
for the world market is not enough. The emotional connection that could attract 
travelers and trigger the desire to experience the uniqueness a country has to 
offer cannot form before accurate and well-communicated information has 
reached its audience. On the other hand, desirable experiences are difficult to 
create, stage, monitor, and control (Articles III and IV), and therefore, a good 
strategy is crucial. Different companies, tourism and transport operators, and 
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agents manage the experiences; but still they should use the same strategies, 
toolkits, attributes, manuals, and directions given by the DMO if communicated 
properly to them. 

Article III describes studies of Estonia’s image and the development of its 
brand. Brand Estonia includes its conceptual strategies, the ‘Welcome to 
Estonia’ (WTE) sign, the ‘Positively surprising’ slogan, the cornflower pattern, 
the required use of colors, photography, and typography, and communication. 
Analysis of previous studies shows that the Estonian brand initiative was 
prompted by a victory at the Eurovision song contest in 2001. The country DMO 
(Enterprise Estonia) commissioned five qualitative survey reports to begin the 
process of developing a brand together with an Interbrand. The concept and a 
brand manual were ready in 2002. In 2001, TNS Emor studied the image of 
Estonia in five countries: Finland, Sweden, the UK, Russia, and Germany. Five 
in-depth telephone interviews with tourists who had visited Estonia were 
conducted in each country and became the baseline for the analysis. The study 
found that common symbols of the country identified by the respondents were 
Tallinn’s Old Town and its architecture, but also that people knew little about 
Estonia, especially in Germany and the UK. In addition, they conducted a study 
about the attractions and values of Estonia among the local inhabitants. In 2003, 
Erm and Arengu claimed that the brand concept was prepared on the basis of 
Interbrand’s internal know-how. The brand was launched inside the country and 
received criticism because of its high cost (€860,000) (Moilanen & Rainisto, 
2009, 66). The WTE sign aimed at becoming the brand signature for stories that 
elaborated on the positive transformation; emphasis was added to the European 
abbreviation of the country (EST) and the irregular shape the words formed. In 
2003, the government ceased to provide financial support for the maintenance of 
the brand (Moilanen & Rainisto, 2009), illustrating how country branding can be 
affected by political considerations. 

The next studies were conducted in 2008. GfK Custom Research Baltic 
investigated the recognition and reputation of the WTE sign in Finland, Sweden, 
Germany, Norway, and the UK. The results showed that the level of recognition 
was still low. Most respondents considered it nondescript; it raised no interest, 
did not seem innovative, and was not associated with quality, friendliness or 
trustworthiness. In 2008, the Estonian market research company Turu-uuringute 
AS conducted a domestic quantitative marketing study divided into two parts: 
the first, of the opinions of Estonian residents about the sign and the country’s 
reputation abroad; and the second of Estonian companies’ attitudes toward the 
Estonian brand. The results revealed that image building was considered very 
important and that the sign is memorable, warm and friendly, and yet 
nondescript. Those who disliked the sign said that it does not stand out, is not 
attractive, and that it is hard to read and understand. The second study showed 
that Estonian businesses were highly familiar with the sign, but it had not played 
its expected role abroad and that it is nondescript.  

The country DMO recognized the need for updates; nevertheless, the 
development of the brand concept in 2008 was a matter of “evolution” not 
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“revolution”. The process resulted in formulation the slogan ‘Positively 
surprising’ that is still the basic idea and message for the positioning of the 
Estonian brand (see Figure 4).  

 

                        
Figure 4. Sign ‘Welcome to Estonia’ and slogan ‘Positively surprising’  
Source: http://brand.estonia.eu/en/home/design/graphics 

 
In 2008, a newer philosophy of Brand Estonia, called ‘Introduce Estonia’ was 

developed that consists of an integral system that helps by means of its core 
value matrix to construe the cornerstones of the Estonian brand by assigning 
values and symbols to them. The matrix was constructed to create stories 
introducing Estonia in order to establish surprising contrasts in four areas of 
communication (international tourism, domestic tourism, immigration, and 
business). However, at the time, marketing strategies were only prepared for the 
first two. The most recent title of the marketing strategy for tourism is “An Old 
Country in a Shiny Package” combining four sub-strategies.  

To summarize previous studies and the development of Brand Estonia, it was 
discovered that customer-based research has been insufficient, and mostly 
conducted using quantitative methodologies. Enterprise Estonia (DMO) 
commissioned the main studies in 2001 and 2008. The first official marketing 
strategy was created in 2002, and renewed in 2008 together with the slogan 
modification from ‘Positively transforming’ to ‘Positively surprising’, as well as 
exchanging the folk embroidery pattern for cornflowers. The changes applied in 
2008 were limited to the slogan and pattern change, but less successful of all, the 
WTE sign remained the same even though it had not met the expectations placed 
on its use abroad, and it had “expired” (initially created in 2002 for a campaign 
only, for a limited use of up to five years).  

Improving marketing effectiveness can be achieved by employing superior 
marketing strategies and through activities to achieve a competitive market 
position. Most well managed branding processes begin with brand evaluation to 
assess the current situation. As countries change, so does the need to change the 
DMOs and this could be accomplished by creating successful long-term growth 
through differentiation, new offerings, continuous development, and innovation. 
Marketing strategies and country promotion are effective only when the image 
of the country in people’s minds coincides and corresponds to the intended 
identity (based on the identity formulation). 
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2. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

This chapter will first introduce the epistemological perspectives, research 
design and methods, and justify these choices. Next, an overview of the data 
collection, and clarifications on the sample selection for this research are 
presented, followed by data analysis. The final section covers the evaluation on 
the quality of the research and elaborates on ethical considerations. 

2.1. Epistemological perspectives and research design 

This thesis regards marketing management activities as a foundation for 
constructing experience marketing perspectives and dimensions in country 
branding, including perceptions and meanings constructed by customers through 
their experiences. As experience marketing, country branding and marketing 
management are seen as complex social constructs, constructivism was applied 
to this research as a paradigm. Constructivism is reflected in this work in that the 
meaning of the “social world is not discovered but is constructed by history, 
society, ideas and language” (Botterill & Platenkamp, 2012, 25). The purpose of 
constructivist inquiry is “understanding and reconstruction of the constructions 
that people (including the inquirer) initially hold” but is open to new interpreta-
tions (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, 113). Constructivism proposes that people actively 
construct their knowledge; its ontology assumes that social reality is produced 
and reproduced by social actors, and is a “preinterpreted, intersubjective world 
of cultural objects, meanings and social institutions” (Blaikie, 1993, 203). 
Because in any social situation multiple realities exist, constructivist relativism 
assumes that social realities may change when their constructors become more 
informed. Gibbs (2007) adds that the world we experience arises from socially 
constructed realities and these constructions are created because people want to 
make sense of their experiences. Our ideas about the world are anchored in the 
mind and are “limited by our perceptions of the world – how it appears to us – a 
world of phenomena” (Botterill & Platenkamp, 2012, 29). This research 
extended constructivism into social settings and took its epistemological starting 
points from the social constructivist perspective, on the one hand, trying to 
understand and interpret the constructs of key concepts, and on the other hand, 
the perceptions and experiences that foreigners have related to a country and its 
brand. Social constructivism as an epistemological view sees that the “pheno-
mena of the social and cultural world and their meanings are not objective but 
are created in human social interaction” (Gibbs, 2007, 152). 

As the emphasis of this research is on interpretation and understanding, 
interpretivism was chosen as a methodological approach. Interpretivists try to 
understand the social world that people have constructed; nevertheless, people 
constantly interpret their world (situations, behavior), and develop meanings for 
their activities, and have ideas about what is relevant (Blaikie, 1993). Therefore, 
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it was necessary to explore the perceptions of social actors, which Blaikie calls 
the ‘insider view’. The author of the thesis searched for socially constructed 
meanings, and reconstructed them in scientific language (Mason, 2002).  

The overall research design of this thesis was exploratory, aiming at getting 
an understanding of marketing phenomena, new insights, and ideas. The 
problems and gaps identified during the analytical literature review paved the 
way to the formulation of the six research questions. The orientation of the study 
is phenomena-driven that led to theory development. This research turned new 
knowledge about key concepts into theoretical models and categories, and 
presented empirical evidence within a specific context (Estonia). Because of the 
ontological and epistemological choices, the methodological design was 
qualitative, fundamentally interpretive and context-dependent. The methodo-
logy followed the best practices advice summarized by Mason (2002) and Patton 
(2002). The choice of methodology helped to understand the complex and the 
elusive in a systematic way to increase and challenge theoretical understandings, 
address gaps in knowledge, and extend debate.  

The case study investigated phenomena in depth within its real-life context 
by achieving a rich and focused understanding of a complex topic, and by 
looking into consumer behavior and examining management issues. The single 
case study helped to uncover patterns, determine meanings, draw conclusions 
and build theory. Simonson et al. (2001, 269) claim that a systematic, 
“substantive phenomena-driven research has the potential to produce major 
contributions to theory.” The case provided and added data for conceptuali-
zation. In this work, contextualization and conceptualization are interwoven and 
emphasize different aspects of theory generation and development. Contextuali-
zation here refers to what Gummesson (2005, 318) said on the need to “place 
single data in a broader context, that is, generate theory.” The research has some 
aspects of constructivist grounded theory.  

The majority of previous studies on country branding have also focused on 
case studies; for example, Spain (Gilmore, 2002), Yugoslavia (Hall, 2002), 
Denmark (Therkelsen, 2003), Latvia (Endzina & Luneva, 2004), England 
(Wetzel, 2006), and Canada (Hudson & Ritchie, 2009). The studies are mostly 
descriptive and are mainly based on focus groups and interviews. As the 
researcher saw the foreigners’ perceptions and experiences as the primary data 
source, which can best be (re)constructed in interviews, she chose qualitative 
interviews. The author focused on foreigners’ perceptions, as her ontological 
position suggested that “people’s knowledge, views, understandings, 
interpretations, experiences, and interactions are meaningful properties of the 
social reality” (Mason, 2002, 63). A sense of foreigners’ perceptions, reasoning, 
judgments, and insights into their opinions and attitudes was obtained by asking 
and listening to them.  

This research relied on multiple sources of evidence. As the document 
analysis is the exploration of the social world through textual analysis, the 
previous studies and the official marketing strategies were interpreted in the 
context of what they represent and what meanings they have. This analysis 
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allowed contextualizing the phenomena and collecting more information; 
furthermore, interpreting documents and comparing them added a further 
dimension of construction as well as reflexivity. In addition, a visual method 
was used for the conceptual models to present the relationships between the 
concepts and elements, and the models were also interpreted in the context of 
how they were constructed and what their meanings were.  

The author of the thesis was not a bystander, but used her theoretical knowl-
edge and professional expertise during the inquiry. The author’s views on the 
methodological issues and research design of this thesis are outlined in Table 3. 

  

Table 3. Epistemological perspectives and research design (by the author) 
 

Methodological issue View or approach 
Aim of research  Understand, interpret  
Philosophical frame Constructivism 
View of the research process Interpretivist 
Ontology  Constructivist relativism 
Epistemology Social constructivism, subjectivist 
Methodology Qualitative, interpretive 
Research strategy Case study 
Data collection methods Interviews, analytical literature review, 

historical inquiry, document analysis 
Data analysis method Qualitative content analysis 

 

To summarize, the philosophical frame of this research is constructivism, the 
research process is interpretivist, qualitative, and mostly inductive; it involves a 
case study, and several methods for data collection and analysis. The starting 
points for this research are the constructed nature of social knowledge and the 
assumptions that the social world is interpreted, and knowledge and evidence are 
contextual, situational, and interactional. 

2.2. Data collection 

The purpose of the analytical literature review was to broaden the horizons of 
the researcher in systematizing prior research, to identify gaps in knowledge, and 
to discover the essence and connections between the concepts.  

Interviews were used to interact with the audience and improve the 
researcher’s understanding of their perceptions, experiences, and impressions 
about the country and its brand, including the brand attributes, such as the WTE 
sign and slogan. Primary data were needed because the research questions could 
not be answered based on secondary data alone. A semi-structured instrument 
was composed to conduct 31 interviews between April 2012 and March 2014. 
The purpose was to interpret how foreigners perceive, evaluate, and describe 
Estonia, its brand, and experiences. All interviews lasted between 60 and 95 
minutes. 

The sample was criteria-based and representative in qualitative terms. The 
interviewees were selected according to the aims of the study, and so purposeful 
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strategic sampling (Mason, 2002) or purposive sampling was adopted 
(Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008) necessitating a strong theoretical reasoning in the 
selection process rather than based on empirical representations. This made it 
possible to construct a sample that was meaningful theoretically and empirically 
as it built upon certain criteria. A main concern was to identify interviewees with 
experiences, practices, perspectives, or behaviors to match the focus of the 
study. In addition, it was an information-oriented selection to “maximize the 
utility of information from small samples and single cases”, based on the 
expectations about the content (Flyvbjerg, 2006, 34). The following criteria were 
used to select interviewees who were foreigners that: 1) had visited the country 
more than once or lived in Estonia for more than five years, or were working for 
a DMO outside Estonia, 2) had country-based experiences and knowledge on 
Estonia, and were probably familiar with the brand, 3) had higher education and 
were preferably knowledgeable about the topic, 4) (to add expert judgment) had 
knowledge of marketing or place branding was an advantage, and 5) were 
willing to be interviewed for a minimum of one hour.  

As previous studies have shown that the country is not well known in the 
world, the interviewee had to have visited the country. Foreigners from the 
priority markets for tourism were the first considered for the research. For a 
wider perspective, interviewees from America and Australia were included. 
Foreigners who lived in Estonia and were more familiar with the context could 
discover aspects of Estonia that people not living in the country might not 
recognize. In addition, the country DMO representatives were interviewed to 
ensure that their voice was heard to provide a potentially more holistic study. 
Twenty-four interviews were conducted with foreigners living abroad, four with 
foreigners living in Estonia, and three with DMO representatives. Nine of them 
were branding experts – academics or experienced marketing professionals who 
understood the topic and could provide valuable recommendations on country 
promotion. In total, the interviewees came from 17 countries: Finland, Sweden, 
Denmark, Norway, the UK, Hungary, the USA, Australia, Japan, Colombia, 
Uruguay, Scotland, Canada, Germany, Ukraine, Latvia, and Lithuania.  

Age (35+) and gender (22 male, 9 female) had no effect on the answers as far 
as this research is concerned. This became obvious while conducting the 
interviews; everyone was focusing on the Estonian context. The features that 
mattered for the study were satisfied: sufficient experiences and connections to 
the country, information exposure, and willingness to participate and provide 
meaningful insights and ideas. Other criteria were insignificant considering that 
in tourism every potential traveler is a target audience and this work sought not 
to formulate new branding strategies. When expertise influenced an answer, it 
was noted in the articles.  

The general interview guide approach (Patton, 2002) was used. Explanations 
about the nature and purpose of the research were given at the beginning of each 
interview. The interview spectrum and sample were expanded for Article IV, as 
different issues were stressed and the variety of experiences the interviewees had 
was of great relevance. The interview guide (Appendix 5) was developed for this 
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study consisting of 26 questions on experiences of Estonia, authentic 
experiences, perceptions of Estonia’s image, recommendations for promoting 
the country abroad, associations and impressions with Estonia and the brand, etc. 
In Article III, the following questions were taken as the baseline of the analysis: 
“How do you see the image of Estonia? Does Brand Estonia mean anything to 
you (sign, slogan, etc.)? What do you see as the symbols of Estonia? How could 
Estonia be promoted in your country?” While for Article IV, the questions were: 
“What is your Estonian experience so far? What kinds of experiences do you 
expect to have in Estonia? What could be an authentic Estonian experience?” 
and “What is more convincing when promoting a country: rational facts, 
emotions and feelings, or motivating arguments to visit Estonia?” In addition, 
they were asked to provide a story of Estonia. Data collection stopped when 
there was saturation. 

Secondary data sources included reports and available records on studies of 
Estonia’s image and brand (ordered by the country DMO), and the official 
documents of the Estonian marketing strategies (available on the website 
www.brand.estonia.eu). Previous studies (from 2001 to date) were necessary for 
an historical perspective to discover the gaps in earlier research and to 
understand the current brand situation. The Estonian marketing strategies, 
managed by the DMO, provide recommendations to those disseminating the 
brand and promoting it in the world. Altogether six marketing strategies were 
analyzed: the overall concept, the tourism strategy, and its four sub-strategies.  

2.3. Data analysis 

Qualitative content analysis was used to identify and interpret patterns forming 
in the data. In the analysis, a coding scheme was developed (Botterill & 
Platenkamp, 2012) and a named code represents the idea or concept. Gibbs 
(2007) describes codes as a way of organizing thinking about a text. The 
categories were generated from reading, annotating and coding texts through the 
identification of patterns and main topics. In the categories or groups of codes, 
meaningful patterns emerged.  

For analysis, the concepts were ‘broken down’ into essential components to 
gain an understanding of their nature and connections. The literature review 
concentrated on the essence and interpretation of the concepts, their meanings 
and previous research. In all articles, the analytical literature review involved 
content analysis. In the development of new theoretical models and definitions, 
multiple theories were consulted and considered. This theory-based (data) 
analysis supported the proposal of new conceptual models.  

To analyze the interviews, specific procedures proposed by Hsieh and 
Shannon (2005) were used. In addition, a comparative analysis was conducted 
on all the experiences and symbols that the interviewees reported. 

In Article III, a conventional content analysis was preferred, which resulted 
in an inductive category development (Mayring, 2000). The aim was to find 
codes (patterns) from the data, select the most prevalent ones to form the cate-
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gories, and to build the categorization system. Following Hsieh and Shannon 
(2005), at first data were read to acquire a sense of the whole, then read again to 
derive codes by highlighting words that capture key thoughts or concepts. Then 
labels of codes emerged (initial coding scheme) and the codes were sorted into 
categories. Two researchers read the transcribed texts several times and had 
several discussions to agree on the most important codes and categories.  

Article IV used a different two-phased analytical approach, namely in the 
first phase, directed content analysis was exploited, where an “analysis starts 
with a theory or relevant research findings as guidance for the initial codes” 
(Ibid., 1277) to corroborate a prior theoretical frame. The analysis focused on the 
country-based experiences of foreigners based on three categories (cognitive, 
affective, and conative). In addition, 25 existing subcategories were supple-
mented (driven from the previous research). Seven new subcategories were 
created based on the analysis, and a classification system of experiences in 
country branding was built. New subcategories were formulated when the codes 
from the answers did not fit into existing (predetermined) subcategories, or when 
it seemed necessary to facilitate systematization. Theoretical saturation occurred 
when the data fitted the identified categories (Jennings, 2005) and no new 
evidence or (sub)categories emerged. As the process attempted to look at 
Estonian experiences from different perspectives, the concept-driven coding 
continued in the second phase of the research with data-driven coding (Gibbs, 
2007) that relied on conventional content analysis to find the codes for country-
based and authentic experiences. The codes were compared with those that 
resulted from the document analysis. Moreover, it was necessary to find which 
authentic Estonian experiences among the interviewees better support the 
strategies.  

The historical analysis of previous studies of Brand Estonia consisted of 
exploring the prior research to understand what was known to the country DMO 
before concerning the brand and country image. The interpretation of the current 
brand situation added a different perspective to the case, and was part of 
exploring and describing the context of the study.  

When analyzing Estonian marketing strategies, qualitative content analysis 
was also used. The documents were analyzed in terms of content to identify and 
generate codes assigned to the experiences and symbols recommended for 
promoting Estonia. In addition, it was essential to examine the strategies in order 
to complete the interpretation of the brand situation and the effectiveness of the 
Estonian brand. The analysis of the strategies inevitably involved comparing the 
codes of the experiences recommended in the documents with the codes 
resulting from classifying the interviewees’ experiences. The comparative 
analysis that concentrated on the differences was valuable because on the one 
hand, it showed the weaknesses of the strategies, and on the other hand, it 
revealed the opportunities for improvement. The combined analysis of data 
depicted the differences between the country brand identity and image that was a 
crucial part of interpreting the brand situation. 
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2.4. Evaluation and ethical considerations 

The main criteria for judging the quality of this work would be trustworthiness 
because understanding is a fundamental concept for qualitative research that 
deals with meaning. As Guba’s (1981, cited on Shenton, 2004) criteria for 
qualitative research are widely accepted, these are also applied here. The 
trustworthiness criteria are: 1) credibility (corresponding to internal validity),          
2) transferability (paralleling external validity/generalizability), 3) dependability 
(resembling reliability), and 4) conformability (paralleling objectivity).  

Through credibility researchers attempt to demonstrate that a true picture of 
the phenomena is presented (Shenton, 2004). This also refers to authentic 
representations of the experience (Reid & Gough, 2000), and how accurately the 
data reflect the social phenomena. In this research, evidence in support of 
credibility took several forms. All four types of triangulation distinguished by 
Patton (2002) were performed: methods, data, investigator (or analyst), and 
theory triangulation. Credibility as a qualitative researcher – the major 
instrument of data analysis (Ibid.) – and interviewer is linked to gaining access 
to the field. As in a high-quality analysis of case studies, expert knowledge is an 
advantage, this research concurs with Yin (2009) and Levy (2006), who 
encourage the researcher to apply prior knowledge and personal experience 
rather than to be a detached observer. In addition, tactics to help ensure honesty 
in the interviewees were used, as each person was given an opportunity to refuse 
to participate so as to only involve those who were genuinely willing to take part 
and contribute. To give a broader perspective (as the goal is to promote Estonia 
all over the world), the research used a wide range of informants from different 
countries, close and far.  

Transferability deals with the level of applicability of the research to other 
situations or settings (Wahyuni, 2012), and to that end, the researcher provided 
sufficient depth of the context of the study for the reader to decide. To enhance 
this, a thick and rich description of the concepts, background, and characteristics 
of the sample were provided. Regardless of the criticism of some authors (e.g. 
Flyvbjerg, 2006) that case studies do not deliver generalizable results, Yin 
(2009) states that case studies are generalizable for theoretical propositions. 
Thus, the findings of this research are appropriate for analytical generalizability 
because empirical generalization for a wider population (i.e. all travelers visiting 
Estonia) was not possible. The model generation and research processes can be 
replicated analogously and it is possible to use the data in a different setting. For 
example, the categorization system for country branding and the classification 
system of experiences are applicable to other countries as well. In addition, the 
author believes her research has presented a theoretical framework and ‘baseline 
understanding’ with which the findings of other scholars doing similar research 
in other countries could be compared.  

Dependability concerns whether one can “track the processes and 
procedures used to collect and interpret the data” (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008, 
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78). In this research, a detailed explanation of the research design and 
methodological descriptions facilitate other researchers following a similar 
research framework. Furthermore, the interview questions are presented in 
Appendix 5 and the decisions based on the sample are elaborated in detail.  

Confirmability refers to the extent to which biases or the perspectives of the 
researcher influence interpretations (Reid & Gough, 2000). Regarding the 
interviews, this means the extent to which others can confirm the findings to 
reflect the understandings and experiences of the interviewees (Wahyuni, 2012). 
To achieve confirmability, it was necessary to take steps to demonstrate that 
findings emerging from the data (e.g. illustrative quotes, examples of codes, 
positive as well as negative examples). Investigator triangulation was especially 
relevant for reducing any bias in analyzing and reporting the data. For Article 
III, several rounds of separate reading and analysis, and discussions by two 
authors were carried out. Similar discussions took place regarding Article IV on 
the new subcategories. In addition, looking for variations in the understanding of 
the phenomena, theory triangulation was used to explore the key concepts 
through different lenses. It is important to point out that the prior abstractness of 
key concepts in this thesis was a challenge, and continues to be so. Although 
content analysis was difficult to carry out, inductive empirical research was an 
excellent source of inspiration, helping to advance our understanding of 
questions where no good prior practice or applicable research results were 
found. Confirmability was also assessed in terms of the recognition of the 
limitations in the study and explaining the researcher’s beliefs and assumptions. 
To minimize bias, the interviewer showed brand attributes on official visual 
material, to be sure that they are talking about the same things. During the 
interview, she did not interrupt, asking additional questions when necessary.  

Ethical issues of confidentiality, privacy, anonymity, informed consent, 
intrusiveness, interviewer-interviewee relationships, and gaining knowledgeable 
content were taken into account. To that end, rigorous research techniques were 
combined with human qualities, like common sense, insights, sound judgment, 
and empathy. The interviews involved close personal interaction and extensive 
expressions of opinion; and these were time-consuming to analyze. No concerns 
on confidentiality and privacy should emerge, because the interviews were 
anonymized and revealed no close connection to any of the interviewees. It is 
always interesting to read if the interviewees had common frames of reference 
and over which points the perceptions differed, but personal characteristics and 
cultural meanings seemed to play no significant role in the context of this study, 
as the empirical research focused on Estonia and its brand, which are unique.  

In sum, trustworthiness, precision and ethics were important throughout the 
research, the basis of which was essentially qualitative, interpretive, and 
subjective; data generation, interpretation, and analysis were systematic. The 
case study offered depth and comprehensiveness for understanding the key 
phenomena.  
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3. RESULTS  

This chapter introduces the development of conceptual frameworks for under-
standing the key concepts and their interrelations, and presents three original 
conceptual models. Next, a system for categorizing country branding is proposed 
and the classification of experiences for country branding is explained. The final 
two sections describe findings concerning authentic Estonian experiences, and 
the results of the comparative analysis applied to show the differences between 
the country brand identity and the image. 

3.1. Theoretical development of conceptual frameworks 

Three conceptual models from Articles I, II, and IV are introduced through 
graphical representations. To better understand the phenomena, the constructs 
were diagrammed within the theoretical frameworks. The concepts and related 
elements of the models are explained in the text, and marked in italics. To 
answer RQs 1, 2 and 3, a visualization was used for model design to communi-
cate the ideas, mapping the most important elements and delineating the 
fundamental interaction between these. The purpose was to clarify and find 
linkages between concepts, to provide context for interpreting and to explain the 
influencing factors as well as to encourage theory development. The inter-
connectedness between the concepts was presented in Articles II, III, and IV.   

 
3.1.1. Conceptual model of experience marketing 
 
To gain a better comprehension of the first key concept and to answer RQ1, the 
conceptual model of experience marketing is presented in Figure 5, and 
illustrates the process from stimulus to different kinds of value.  

Based on the definitions of experience by Poulsson and Kale (2004) and 
Walls et al. (2011), this research explains the essence of experience marketing. 
To visualize the construct, a conceptual model is proposed, where experience is 
the outcome of the interaction between a brand/company and a customer (shaped 
by the characteristics of a customer and a brand). The other essential 
components are value co-creation and consumer behavior, which together with 
experience have ultimately meaning, effect, and value for different stakeholders.  

The whole process starts from a stimulus or irritant that initiates the 
interaction between the brand and the customer. A stimulus is an input, energy 
pattern, or information source registered by the senses and it constitutes the basis 
for perception and eventually for behavior. This impulse can be static or 
dynamic, simple or multi-dimensional; or sensory, such as color, sound, or odor. 
A stimulus can be intra or interpersonal, such as between the customer and the 
service personnel. The interaction is influenced from both sides, as customers 
bring their personality, background, skills, values, motives; and the brand that 
has its communications, logo, color, etc. Moreover, on the customer’s side, 
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Poulsson and Kale (2004) recommend examining the predispositions (the 
customer adds to the experience) and feelings and sensations occurring during 
the experience, and on the brand or experience provider’s side, the tools and 
processes used for creating those feelings and sensations.  

Interaction 

Figure 5. Conceptual model of experience marketing. Source: Compiled by the author, 
further developed on the basis of Article I (Same & Larimo, 2012, 484) 

Many more components affect the interaction (see the three dashed lines); for 
example, customer perception and the attitude it encourages are directly 
influenced by marketing communications and marketing mix activities (e.g. 
advertising, events, PR). For example, Schmitt’s (1999) experience providers 
(e.g. visual identity, product presence, spatial environment) represent elements 
of the marketing mix. In addition, Desmet and Hekkert (2007) claim that from 
the very beginning, all actions and processes that are involved contribute to the 
experience; that is, physical actions, cognitive, and perceptual processes, such as 
perceiving, exploring, comparing, remembering, and understanding. Further-
more, the context, which is the environment where the interaction takes place, 
depending on the economic, cultural, technological, or other background or 
setting, also influences the process.  

In the middle of the model, experience, value co-creation and consumer 
behavior emerge, affected by the elements and levels of experience. People also 
have experiences as the result of their body’s reaction to stimulation. In the 
context of the experience pyramid model, Tarssanen and Kylänen (2007, 139) 
assert that by influencing the elements of experience, “individuality, authen-ticity, 
story, multi-sensory perception, contrast […], it is possible to offer a guest 
[customer] something memorable and unique.” It is obvious that experience is 
multilayered and could be affected and evaluated on different levels. Hekkert 
(2006) differentiates three levels: attribution of meaning, emotional response, and 

Customer  

     Brand 
product, service, or company 

Actions and processes (e.g. cogni-
tive and perceptual processes) 

Context: environment (e.g. social, 
economic, physical, political) 

Levels of experience 
(e.g. emotional response, 
attribution of meaning,   

aesthetic pleasure, 
relationship, 

motivation, will) 

Value to customers: 
cognitive, emotional, 
sensory, behavioral, 

relational, social, 
informational value 

Value to company: 
sales, growth, value 

added, trust, 
customer loyalty 

Experience, 
value co-creation, 

and behavior 

Value to society: 
value added, welfare,  
economic contribu-

tion, happiness 

Elements of experience
(e.g. authenticity,  
story, contrast) 

Marketing mix

Stimulus 
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aesthetic pleasure; but this research argues that more levels exist, for example, the 
conative level that takes into account the desires, wishes, motivations and 
willingness of a customer to behave in certain ways. The elements and levels of 
experience influence value co-creation, purchase decisions, and behavior. In this 
phase, consumer behavior is also affected by internal (e.g. knowledge) and 
external influences; psychological factors include individual’s attitudes and 
beliefs, while personal factors comprise income level, lifestyle, and so on. 

In the last phase, an ultimate outcome is formed for different stakeholders – 
the value to the brand/company, customer, and society as a whole. This is in line 
with Poulsson and Kale (2004, 270) who define a commercial experience as an 
“engaging act of co-creation between a provider and a consumer wherein the 
consumer perceives value in the encounter.” In 2007, the American Marketing 
Association renewed the official definition of marketing (Keefe 2008, 29) as 
“the activity, set of institutions, and processes for creating, communicating, 
delivering, and exchanging offerings that have value for customers, clients, 
partners, and society at large.” This definition also conforms to the model. 

In short, the most important parts of the model are: 1) stimulus, 2) interaction 
between the customer and a brand/company, 3) experience, value co-creation, 
and consumer behavior; and 4) value as an outcome for different stakeholders. 
According to Same and Larimo (2012), these are the cornerstones of expe-
rience marketing. 

Compared to Schmitt (2010), in this research, the diversity of experience 
types is presented (not only ordinary and extraordinary, and based on the five 
senses), utilitarian value is as important as hedonic, and experience touchpoints 
mean all contacts with customers. Thus, it was important to show (in Figure 5) 
that Schmitt’s list is not exhaustive and that other aspects, such as interaction, 
levels of experience, value co-creation, consumer behavior, and different value 
for stakeholders could also be considered and evaluated. 

Article I also contains a model that illustrates the difference between 
experience marketing and experiential marketing. Based on that, a meaningful 
relationship causes an interaction in a life/consumption situation that influences 
attitudes, which combines three components: cognitive, affective, and conative. 
A meaningful experience is a complex constructed reality, and a broad concept, 
including a cognitive and a practical dimension (human action) and is a result of 
an interaction (Kozlarek, 2014). Although each marketing situation is context 
dependent, and thus different, the outcome is a brand as a co-created experience. 
As experiences are a source of value creation for companies and customers, they 
generally result in customer satisfaction, or, as life situations constantly change 
and undergo transformations, in new realities that may cause changes in their 
attitudes, opinions, and behavior.  

One reason for the distinction between experience and experiential marketing 
is the confusion in terminology and the semantic difference in languages. The 
former relates to a meaningful experience, and the latter to a particular (emotional) 
experience. Eventually, this explains the difference between experience marketing 
and experiential marketing.  
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3.1.2. Conceptual model of country branding 

The conceptual model of country branding in Figure 6 is slightly upgraded to 
better understand its logic. The model draws on Article II taking into account 
experience marketing, and represents brand identity, image, experience, and the 
value issues of a country to answer RQ2. The author received inspiration from 
Dinnie’s (2008) conceptual model of nation-brand identity and image. 

The model is tri-layered and could be interpreted at three levels: 1) the cycle 
of the branding process (from top to bottom), 2) the context and influencers (the 
environment and what affects it, indicated by the ovals), and 3) the value 
generation chain in country branding (from left to right and back again, indicated 
by the numbers). These layers are elucidated in the same order below. 

Figure 6. Conceptual model of place/country branding. Source: compiled by the author, 
upgraded from Article II (Same, 2012) 

The first layer of the model, the simplified branding process, depicts the 
fundamental concepts of country branding starting from brand identity (upper 
part), continuing to country image (lower part), and ending with the outcomes of 
the process. The left side of the figure shows a country brand and DMO, and the 
right side customers. In the middle, intermediate experiences, an implicit 
argument in this theoretical development, shows that experiences are crucial to 
the branding result. This viewpoint is consistent with Gentile et al. (2007). The 
process starts from brand identity formulation that originates from the 
place/country (which is specifically the DMO’s task), representing the brand’s 
values, vision, attributes, and other aspects. The upper arrow points to where 
identity is communicated to customers. In this process, experiences are 
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influenced by the marketing mix, and can be perceived on different dimensions: 
sensory, affective, intellectual, or behavioral. Since a country brand is complex, 
a wide range of customers or target audiences exist, or as Hatch and Schultz 
(2003) call them stakeholders: travelers, investors, suppliers, regulators, special 
interest groups, and local communities.  

While brand image refers to customer perceptions of the brand, on country 
brand image formation (see lower part), experiences and value are co-created at 
multiple points of interaction, as according to Prahalad and Ramaswamy (2004), 
the basis of value is a co-creation experience. The service-dominant logic in 
marketing (logic for value creation) views marketing as a social and economic 
process where the concept of interaction is central (Lusch & Vargo, 2006). In 
this logic, value is embedded in personalized experiences. In general, value is 
evaluated through a total of interactions with the brand. Brands, environment, 
products, and marketing actions all involve and carry experience. As stated 
earlier, place brand managers can influence the brand image that exists in the 
mind of the audience. According to Kotler and Gertner (2002, 250), brands 
“incite beliefs, evoke emotions and prompt behaviors” and country image is 
“likely to influence people’s decisions related to purchasing, investing, changing 
residence and traveling.” All this in turn, influences brand image, and the 
potential and desired outcomes and benefits for a country and DMO shown in 
Figure 6. In fact, the outcomes of this process are useful for both customers and 
a country and its brand, but this model takes a supply-side or DMO marketing 
management perspective and focuses on the latter. 

The whole process must be understood in terms of the holistic combination of 
resources, in the context of the business and cultural environment because the 
social, political, legal, economic, and technological environment influences it. 
Country brands face many challenges, such as a lack of resources, macro-trends, 
externalities, DMO management, and political pressures; nevertheless, effective 
branding can still be accomplished. Experience marketing activities have an 
effect on customer experiences by inducing them to be engaged and related to a 
country, and thus, have a stronger impact. In addition, cognition and 
sensemaking affect the process and are therefore essential to understand in 
country branding. Cognition refers to how customers perceive, remember, learn, 
and think about a country; and sensemaking is a process through which they give 
meaning to experience (Weick, 1995). Sensemaking is the construction of 
reality, understanding and negotiating, and creating understanding between 
people. With regard to organizational theories, identity is linked to sensemaking 
theory, while perception is related to cognition theory. Besides, attention 
(noticing, encoding, interpreting, and focusing time and effort) (Ocasio, 1997) is 
a key concept in country branding. Competitors (other countries) need the 
attention of customers as well. Thus, creating differentiation and communicating 
effective messages become crucial to obtaining competitive advantage.    

The value generation chain begins with the DMO’s value proposition (1) 
leading to the value perception (2) of the target audiences; then continues with 



44 

value interpretations and expectations by customers (3), and value creation (4) 
by both customers and DMOs/companies, which leads to value realization (5).  

Clarifying the brand from the value perspective has been recently defined as 
a “cluster of functional and emotional values that enables organizations to make 
a promise about a unique and welcomed experience” (De Chernatony et al., 
2011, 31). In addition, Kotler et al. (2013, 21), define marketing as the “process 
by which companies create value for customers and build strong customer 
relationships to capture value from customers in return.” A country brand value 
is a function of its ability to satisfy customers’ emotional, functional, symbolic, 
psychological, and economic needs, and the value relies on what the customer 
receives through effort and application. The attributes that satisfy those needs 
must be orchestrated as the place’s unique value proposition (1), an invitation to 
participate in the process of co-creating value, superior to competitor offerings 
(Lusch & Webster, 2011). From the customer’s perspective, perceived value is 
the overall assessment of the effectiveness of a brand based on perceptions (2) of 
what they receive and give. Per se, value is a function of human experience 
realized by customers when they perceive what they have gained or achieved. 
According to Morgan et al. (2002), the proposition must have the potential to 
last, thus, it is crucial to get it right. However, for differentiation purposes, a 
promise must indicate what a country can in reality offer. To match value 
expectations (3) it is important to explore customers to identify their needs and 
wants. In addition, the relationship itself has an impact on the total value 
received by the customer, as according to Vargo and Lusch (2008), he is always 
a co‐creator of value. Value creation (4) is a desirable goal and inter alia occurs 
in the process of meaning creation or via dialog and learning. Grönroos (2011) 
argues that value creation does not only indicate the customer’s creation of 
value-in-use, but refers to the entire process of development, design, and 
delivery as well as marketing activities, because the DMO/company is also a co-
creator of value. Value co-creation occurs during the interactive set of 
experiences and interactions, where a company aims to facilitate customer value. 
Value creation depends on consumer behavior and purchase decisions, and how 
they respond and interact with a country, and consume and evaluate its brand, 
products and services. Thus, value emerges from the whole spectrum of 
customer-brand interactions. Value realization (5) takes place through the 
desired outcomes, the ultimate goals for customers, DMOs, and companies.  

 
3.1.3. Model of conceptual interconnections 
 
The model showing the interconnectivity of seven concepts is presented in 
Figure 7. This system was elaborated in detail in Article IV to answer RQ3, 
filling the gap in the literature on the relationships between concepts. Although 
the importance of experiences in country branding has been pointed out; 
however, as the key concepts are complex and multidimensional, the 
connections between the main constructs had to be clarified. The pyramid was 



45 

chosen as a form to explain the hierarchy of the concepts and their 
interconnections. The aim was to create a sense of how the levels are bonded and 
to envision seven levels. A pyramid’s structure combines all the concepts.  

The model illustrates the steps by which a customer develops a positive 
image about a particular country brand. For marketers, this shows the manner/ 
process of how experience marketing is connected to the positive image of a 
country. At the broadest level of the pyramid, experience marketing, as opposed 
to traditional marketing, is shown. Already at this level, experiences can be 
provided and evaluated from the cognitive, affective, and conative perspectives. 
The main claim is that cognition, affection, and conation are equally important 
and could be applied to all levels. Research on place brand image has addressed 
these; however, little attention has been paid to the levels in the middle.  

With every level, customer engagement increases; during country branding, 
customers are simply aware of country brands and have overall experiences via 
traveling, but at the next level, they pay particular attention to the experiences 
based on a certain country (meaningful country-based experiences), and at the 
next, they concentrate on authentic experiences. This leads to a country brand 
authenticity in their minds. At the highest and narrowest level (positive image), 
customers have already established a meaningful relationship and in their mind 
the brand image is hopefully positive towards a specific country. 

 

 
Figure 7. Model indicating the interconnections between concepts. Source: Article IV  
 

The model illustrates the interconnections between the concepts in an 
integrated, hierarchical manner. The wide arrow indicates the upward direction 
in order to interpret the diagram from a marketing management perspective. 
Starting from the bottom, the input to experience marketing is; for example, 
stimuli, brand values, identity. Experience marketing corresponds to the largest 
baseline, because it could be applied to different sub-fields of marketing, such as 
place marketing, event marketing, services marketing, marketing of non-profit 
organizations. One of them is place marketing that, in turn, is an umbrella term 
for places (countries, cities, etc.). The purpose of place marketing is to create an 
awareness and a positive image of the place for potential and existing customers. 

Positive image

Country brand authenticity

Authentic experiences 

Meaningful country-based experiences 

Country branding  

Place marketing  

Experience marketing; cognition, affection, conation 

  Potential Stimuli, brand values, 
identity, competencies, 
communication, goals, 
products/services,  
policies 
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As branding is a subset of marketing, it is one of the components of place 
marketing and guides us to country branding that can be applied to tourism as 
well as to business promotion. Next, meaningful country-based experiences are 
uniquely associated with one specific country. These brand-relevant experiences 
are described to be memorable, meaningful, and relevant to the customers, and 
originate from the interaction between them and a country brand, implying the 
customer’s involvement at different levels: cognitive, affective, emotional, 
social, and physical (Verhoef et al., 2009). Among these meaningful experi-
ences, some are authentic, helping in differentiation and competition. Authentic 
experiences are not only unique, they must also seem genuine and real, people 
remember them when they think of a country. This leads to brand authenticity 
that is a subjective evaluation of genuineness attributed to a brand and includes 
the voice of the customer. Country authenticity is associated with experiencing 
its offerings, information, settings, and engagement; and in addition, relates to 
evaluations of the degree to which their country-related expectations and 
impressions remain true during a visit. If the outcome is positive, it produces a 
positive country image, the ultimate goal in country branding that fulfills a 
fundamental function in the choice process. Country image influences mental 
constructions about a place’s attributes, affects customers’ behavior, and as a 
consequence, the decision-making process (Bigné et al., 2001). Moreover, 
Yüksel and Akgül (2007) found that countries with a clear image that is well-
defined and positive are more likely to be chosen by travelers. Therefore, it is 
necessary to provide DMO activities that serve to develop a country image that 
influences a customer’s choice positively. However, the country’s image can 
also be negative; but presumably, no marketer makes efforts in that direction. 
Finally, when a country has a positive image, it generates the potential for higher 
brand equity, tourism income, and possibilities to obtain the desired outcomes.  

 This model broadens our understanding of the interconnectedness of 
experience marketing and country branding by providing visual links between 
the concepts that are directly related, and demonstrates the important role of 
brand authenticity and image. The model also shows that the process does not 
end with the potential; this outcome is a feedback loop that gives input to 
experience marketing activities, and the process starts again. 

3.2. Categorization system for country branding 

As constructivism accepts the presupposition that the interpretations of the social 
world are understood within one’s frame of reference, it made sense to hear a 
researcher’s voice, as well as the voice of the interviewees, or as Botterill and 
Platenkamp (2012) call them, ‘co-researchers’. A categorization system (catego-
ries, subcategories, and main codes) for country branding was developed to 
answer RQ4. During the analysis of the interviews, four categories (I–IV) and 16 
subcategories emerged; a summarized visualization of the synthesis is available 
in Table 4. Four categories that resulted from the qualitative content analysis are 
reported in detail in Article III.  
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Table 4. Categorization system for country branding (based on an Estonian case) 
 

 

I. Image of Estonia 
(perceptions on the country) 

 

 

II. Brand Estonia 
(brand performance) 

 

1. Estonia 
Very little is known, Tallinn, the Old 
Town, image is fine, small, vibrant, Soviet 
legacy, technology, young, energetic, 
economic success story, infrastructure, 
media, culture, history,  art, leaders 
2. People 
Welcoming, active, helpful, friendly, 
individualistic, too serious, cynical sense 
of humor, speak languages 
3. Positive surprise about Estonia   
The Old Town, good quality, clean, safe, 
improvements, sandy beaches, the Song 
Festival, good English, local food, airport, 
discovery time, snow, four seasons 
4. Sense of belonging (Nordic, Baltic or 
EEC), yes/no, co-branding is cost 
effective, countries are different, multi-
destination strategy, euro, EU 
 

 

5. Country branding activities 
Important and necessary, need for 
unique brand identity and positioning, 
promise, studies, brand ambassadors, 
government policy, DMO, PR, 
materials (ads, videos, brochures etc.)  
6. Sign ‘Welcome to Estonia’ 
60s and 70s, retro, old-fashioned, 
disliked, difficult to read (EST-onia), 
nondescript                                                 
7. Brand attributes 
Ineffective sign, ‘Positively surprising’: 
surprising factor (slogan is accepted),  
pattern unnoticed or not recognized 
8. Meaning and connotations 
Based on the Estonian perspective 
alone, Estonian humor, negative 
connotations of ‘An Old Country in a 
Shiny Package’, little information  

 

III. Branding potential of Estonia 
(potential and promotion) 

 

 

IV. Experience of Estonia 
(country-based or related experiences) 

 

9. Promoting  Estonia  
Part of tourist packages, Nordic with a 
twist, swamps, beaches, high-tech, better 
communication, co-branding, regional 
promotion, PR strategy, reasons to visit  
10. Possible key messages  
Romantic capital of Europe, safe, close to 
Finland and Sweden, “Let’s go to Europe 
via Estonia”, “the undiscovered gem of 
Europe”, many spas, unspoiled nature, 
alternative things to do, freedom,  
e-Estonia, always surprising 
11. The story of Estonia  
A short promotional story about Estonia,  
a story to tell others  
12. Recommendations on branding  
Customer-based research, offer what the 
audience wants, find right symbols, 
realistic identity formulation, target right 
audience, continuous monitoring 
 

 

13. Personal experiences, expectations 
Cheaper, shopping, value for money, 
events, historic atmosphere, Soviet past, 
fast changes, folklore, countryside, sea,  
Skype, working and living in Estonia, 
friends, local products, clean 
14. Experience marketing  
Experiential elements, differentiation, 
personal impressions; meaningful, 
relevant, wow customer experiences; 
relaxation; what people think, feel and 
want about Estonia  
15. The symbols of Estonia  
Associations, symbols (e.g. the Song 
Festival, swamps, food, sandy beaches, 
forests) 
16. Authentic Estonian experience       
The Old Town, the Christmas market,  
the Song Festival, nature, spa, manor 
houses, islands, food 

 

Source: Author’s compilation based on Article III (Same & Solarte-Vasquez, 2014) 
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The first category (I) image of Estonia reflects the perceptions of the 
interviewees of the country as a whole and includes four subcategories: Estonia 
(overall image of a country), people, positive surprise about Estonia, and the 
sense of belonging (Nordic, Baltic, or Eastern European). The interviewees were 
convinced that in their country, Estonia’s image is fine, and that if people knew 
about the country, it could be positive. The people are perceived as welcoming, 
industrious, active, and enthusiastic, but at the same time, reserved, individualis-
tic, and too serious. Still, the country continues to surprise visitors; many having 
low or no expectations, later acknowledge having had very positive experiences 
and unexpected surprises. Regarding belonging to a larger area/zone, around half 
of the interviewees could link Estonia with the Nordic neighbors/region, but the 
other half could not, referring to it as Baltic or Eastern European.  

The second category (II), Brand Estonia, is about brand performance and 
contains country branding activities, the sign, brand attributes, and its meaning 
and connotations. The sign ‘Welcome to Estonia’ was separated, as it raised the 
most consistent reviews and seemed to be the least effective tool according to all 
interviewees who returned to the topic when talking about other brand attributes. 
They answered similarly that the sign is old fashioned, reminiscent of the 1960s 
or 1970s, and particularly that its shape and message gave the impression of 
being random. The division of the words ‘Wel-come’ and ‘EST-onia’ resulted in 
confusion, especially to the English native speakers as they had to guess and 
decipher the sign. The cornflower pattern was noticed less than the sign and the 
slogan remained mostly unknown, although it sounded good. The title of the 
tourism strategy ‘An Old Country in a Shiny Package’ seemed confusing, 
misleading, and had negative connotations; whilst the word ‘shiny’ raised the 
majority of objections, the interviewees were not thinking of the country as old.  

The third category (III), branding potential of Estonia, involves the potential 
and possibilities that could lead to future success in country branding and 
comprises promoting Estonia, possible key messages, the story, and 
recommendations on branding. For example, to promote the country, the Nordic-
Scandinavian image appeared to be more favorable than Eastern-European. 
Regarding the messages, one expert suggested Tallinn as the romantic capital of 
Nordic Europe, as so far no one is claiming that position and assumed that it 
“would work particularly well in the Asian market” (INT 13). Among 
recommendations for branding were: to promote local food and the Soviet past, 
show that Estonia could be part of a wider tourist destination, such as the Nordic 
area, think of something not promoted yet, do more customer based research, 
correct the current strategy, find a magnet for Tallinn, show the high-tech 
capacity, support regional promotion, etc. Furthermore, the interviewees were 
asked to tell a short story about Estonia that indicated what they value and how 
they perceive the country, providing valuable insights into the attributes that 
could realistically appeal to foreign travelers. 

The fourth category (IV), experience of Estonia, covers the issues of country-
related experiences and expectations, experience marketing, the symbols of 
Estonia, and what could be authentic experiences in the country. The 
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interviewees expect to have one-to-one experiences and “personal stuff: farms, 
forest, sea, all sort of things personal like local person-to-guest experiences” 
(INT 6), not ferry tourism. They promote Estonia to their friends and love to 
come back as they like the local food, the countryside, look for cheaper prices, 
relaxation opportunities, etc. Not all interviewees were familiar with the 
meaning of experience marketing but for experts this was the preferred option 
and they gave valuable examples based on their own visits and ads and word-of-
mouth. Non-experts were less familiar with the experience marketing concept 
but made many proposals for what they would like to do in Estonia and 
described experiential elements that mattered to them. The interviewees also 
emphasized the historic atmosphere, events, spas, exoticism of wild berries, 
Russian feeling, and ease of access to regional areas. The symbols and authentic 
experiences are elaborated in sections 3.4 and 3.5. 

During the analysis of the relationships within the categorization system, it 
was evidenced that categories I and IV, and II and III could be connected in 
some exceptional cases, since some codes fell into both categories. However, the 
reason for their differentiation was the context-related answers to certain 
interview questions; for example, the Song Festival was a positive surprise about 
Estonia (as a part of country image) but at the same time, a strong and authentic 
experience because it is rare and unique, and consequently could constitute even 
a symbol of Estonia. In addition, the interviewees liked the picturesque Old 
Town of Tallinn, which was the most commonly known fact about Estonia, and 
mentioned it several times. Nevertheless, some more logical relationships 
between the categories were found: country image (I) and experience (IV) could 
be related in the same way as the potential for country branding (III) and the 
country brand (II) as these topics seemed more connected. Moreover, regarding 
that categories II and III could be related to the brand identity, these four 
categories are based on the most relevant concepts in country branding (identity, 
experience, and image), additionally showing elements as subcategories that 
constitute these. Furthermore, these links were covered in the model indicating 
the conceptual interconnections. 

To sum up, the categorization system consists of four categories to which 
different codes were aggregated based on the specific content and context of the 
interviews. These categories reflect the most important topics in country 
branding, and could thus be used in the study of place brand assessment.  

3.3. Classification of experiences for country branding  

Article IV addresses RQ5 by analyzing the interviews and classifying the expe-
riences from three perspectives or categories described earlier – cognitive, 
affective, and conative – that are related to (the model and) the definition of 
experience marketing. Table 5 shows the categorization and coding that results 
from systematizing the country-based experiences drawn from the interviews, 
with examples to illustrate such a division and explain the characteristics. The 
table shows 25 subcategories selected from prior research by Brijs, Bloemer and   
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Table 5. Classification system of experiences for country branding and examples  
 
 

Category, 
perspective 

Subcategories and examples of Estonian experiences 

 

Cognitive  
(what is 
known 
about a 
country; 
brand 
awareness,   
knowledge, 
beliefs) 
 

 

Cultural identity: beautiful Old Town of Tallinn, the Song Festival, 
architecture, cultural events, art, language  
Economy: EU member, economic success story, fast changes, Skype, 
IT savvy, Nordic/Scandinavian ties 
People: friendly, multilingual, entrepreneurial, reserved, helpful, too 
serious, energetic, compliant with agreements  
Services: good quality services, bad flight connections, free Wi-Fi 
Overall impressions: small, unknown, clean, compact 
History: long national history, the Soviet past, Hanseatic town 
Climate: four seasons, snow, cold winter 
Landscape: flat, no big mountains, close to sea 
Political climate: politically stable, famous president  
Basic knowledge that visitors might be assumed to have: places to 
visit, symbols, belonging, proximity to Finland, short distances 
Knowledge before and after visiting: surprising factor 
 

 

What  
do travelers 
know about 
Estonia? 
 

 

Affective 
(feelings, 
emotions 
linked to  
a country) 
 

 

Pleasant: good food, atmosphere, local produce, musical experience,  
countryside, good hosts, cultural similarities  
Relaxing: peaceful, sea, quiet, perfect location for anything slow 
Exciting: illuminated Christmas market, discovery time, the Soviet era 
feeling, feeling of freedom, medieval experience  
Arousing: things happening all the time, energy, vibrant, changes in 
environment over time, sitting around bonfire, singing together 
Country-based memories: related to history, events, friends 
Distressing: prices have gone up, closeness of Russia, focus on Tallinn  
Unpleasant: ferry tourism, criminals crossing into Scandinavia 
Gloomy: shadow of the Soviet past, Soviet architecture 
 

 

What  
kind of 
feelings, 
emotions  
do travelers 
describe? 
 

Conative  
(intentions, 
motivation 
related to a 
country) 

 

Novelty: going to a sauna, experiencing something different (e.g. places 
that have the aura of the Soviet era) 
Escape and relax: nice big spas, cross-country skiing, Tallinn zoo  
Nature: being close to unspoiled and untouched nature, national parks 
Wishes and desires: people want to eat well, come to live in Estonia 
Host-site interaction: attending local parties, visiting Estonian homes 
Incentives: health tourism, inexpensive shopping, plans to visit 
neighboring countries during the trip  
Stimulation: St. John’s Day celebrations, driving on ice, hunting 
Security: feeling personally safe, meeting respectful people 
Relationship: visiting friends or family, working and living in Estonia 
Isolation: walks in the swamps, visiting rural areas and islands  
Personal development: learning, conferences, studying in Estonia 
Romance: visiting cozy cafes in Tallinn’s Old Town or manor houses 
Autonomy: people are free to do and be who they are 
 

 

What  
can 
travelers  
do in 
Estonia? 

 

Source: Author’s compilation based on Article IV (Same, 2014) 
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Kasper (2011), Russell and Pratt (1980), and Pearce and Lee (2005). In addition, 
seven new subcategories marked in italics that emerged during the analysis are 
integrated into the table since they were meaningful and necessary. 

The cognitive perspective contains facts about the country: its cultural 
identity, economy, people, services, overall impressions, history, etc. Estonia 
appears to be organized and arranged neatly, being home to an international 
business community and thus high quality services can be expected. According 
to the overall impressions, Estonia seems a stable, westernized, and creative 
country, with a “dynamic, ‘can do’ attitude” among its “young, educated, and 
motivated population” (INT 20). Comparing knowledge before and after 
visiting, reveals that the country continues surprising visitors and the place 
exceeds expectations because products have good quality and it is cleaner and 
safer than they imagined before. As Wi-Fi is everywhere, many are surprised by 
“the know-how in digital infrastructure” (INT 31), often referring to the internet 
and Skype. When commenting on how to promote the country, the interviewees 
suggested to refer to its location, belonging, attractions, and proximity to Finland 
– data grouped under the knowledge that visitors might be assumed to have. On 
how to present the offerings, the interviewees recommended being succinct – 
place, experience, and 1-2-3 minimal facts – ‘less is more’ to prevent 
overloading people with information they cannot relate to. 

The affective perspective refers to the connections categorized as pleasant, 
relaxing, exciting, arousing, as well as distressing, unpleasant, gloomy, and 
country-based memories. Estonia could be the perfect location for anything slow 
– “slow food, slow life, and slow sea, slow everything” (INT 15), and is re-
commended to be considered a relaxing place where it is possible to enjoy the 
peacefulness – “sit down and appreciate what it is, do not run around like a fool. 
It is not Paris or London” (INT 6). The interviewees were getting excited with 
the illuminated Christmas market and they advise everyone to visit it due to the 
medieval surroundings and the unique emotional sensation that this atmosphere 
generates. They like to “feel the narrow passages between the buildings” (INT 9) 
and the specific smell of the city, especially during Christmas. The interviewees 
loved the energy, as one put it: Estonia is “a new country and people are making 
things happen, and there are new developments all the time” (INT 18). 
Nevertheless, they had country-based memories that brought back the old times 
and were used for comparison because of quick changes in the country. They 
admired many things in Estonia, but felt some negative experiences as well.  

From the conative perspective, the interviewees advised demonstrating what 
the country has to offer; that is, what to do, where to go, and which attractions to 
see. The intentions behind their recommendations for activities are grouped 
under subcategories, such as novelty, escape and relax, nature, wishes and 
desires, host-site interaction, incentives, etc. Nature was of great interest offering 
varied activities outdoors; in addition, many interviewees suggested exploiting 
the possibilities that the Soviet past offers. Considering wishes and desires, the 
interviewees want to visit beautiful manor houses, islands and local homes, to 
eat well, and (especially Scandinavians) would like to visit spas. The 
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interviewees proposed incentives, such as to bring in international slow-cuisine 
chefs, develop innovative products around the Old Town, promote the ease of 
access to regional areas since “anything within a 2-hour radius of Tallinn has got 
good potential” (INT 13), advertise the spas, gastronomy, cultural experiences, 
events, history, and discovery or adventure travel.  

Since attitudes toward features that are “most closely related to preference or 
to actual purchase decisions are said to be determinant” (Myers & Alpert, 1968, 
13), DMOs need to identify those decisive aspects for which the place is 
perceived positively. Thus, Article IV presents guidelines (in Table 5) for 
managing the process of identification and monitoring of country-based 
experiences from three perspectives: 1) cognitive: cultural identity, economy, 
people, services, and overall impressions; 2) affective: pleasant, relaxing, excit-
ing, and arousing experiences; 3) conative: novelty, escape and relax, nature, 
wishes and desires, and host-site interaction. These 14 key subcategories (but not 
only) could be addressed in future research on classifying and mapping country-
related experiences, and are considered determinant. Moreover, if these are 
perceived and realized as positive, they contribute to a positive country image.   

Comparing the findings with previous research, unlike Brijs et al. (2011), no 
examples for the cognitive subcategory religion were found in this study, but 
services, overall impressions, assumptions about basic knowledge (that travelers 
might know before a visit), and knowledge before and after visiting were added. 
The subcategories language and cultural identity proposed by Brijs et al. could 
be merged, as language was taken as a manifestation of culture. The 
interviewees spoke about quality services, which are cheaper than in other 
countries but the quality standards are high. They also conveyed overall 
impressions that could not belong to other subcategories, as they were broader 
than the rest. Knowledge before and after visiting provides valuable information, 
as many interviewees expressed surprise when their expectations were exceeded; 
moreover, a comparison between previous and current experiences about the 
country provides valuable insights for DMOs. Contrasting with the results of 
Russell and Pratt (1980), experiences relating to the affective subcategory sleepy 
were not detected; instead, this research adds country-based memories that have 
not been covered so far, as the interviewees had visited the country before and 
had old memories of it conveyed in an emotional way. Compared to Pearce and 
Lee (2005), who recommend conative subcategories, such as nostalgia, 
recognition and self-actualization, this research found no coincidence on these. 
In fact, incentives, and wishes and desires emerged as new. Incentives did not 
qualify under other subcategories, and as the essence of wishes and desires is 
directly related to what people want, it was supplemented.    

In summary, Table 5 explains the perspectives influencing experience 
marketing in the country branding context, systematizes the examples based on 
the three categories or perspectives in experience marketing, and proposes the 
classification system with subcategories applicable for further research. Since 
the country is not well known, information about Estonia is insufficient; 
however, during the analysis four new cognitive subcategories emerged. 
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Nonetheless, the interviewees confirmed the effectiveness of affective 
promotion; it seemed that prior subcategories proposed by Russell and Pratt 
were sufficient, only one new affective subcategory, country-based memories, 
emerged. Although two new conative subcategories were developed, the inter-
viewees talked the least about that perspective. 

3.4. Authentic Estonian experiences 

In order to answer RQ5 and find which country-related experiences can better 
support Estonian marketing strategies, part of the research (for Article IV) dealt 
with filtering out the authentic experiences. To that end, a selection followed 
certain criteria: the uniqueness of the experience, availability only in Estonia or 
originally established in the country, a consensus on its authenticity, its 
traditional character, often spoken of, and/or a kind of permanence. 

In accordance with the majority of the interviewees, one rightfully authentic 
Estonian experience is the Song Festival; thus, they encourage people to see the 
engaging, stunning, and extraordinary musical performances that involve 
thousands of singers. According to one expert, it is heart-warming to see how 
“40,000 singers come together and hold hands with strangers” (INT 24) and she 
knows people living on another continent, eager to travel to Estonia to see that. 
In addition, the Old Town of Tallinn, described as “a jewel” (INT 28), is very 
authentic, and recommended for more active promotion. Going to the swamps, 
being close to nature, and the islands and manor houses seemed very authentic. 
The beaches are attractive because “here you get the real thing that has the sun 
and it is not extremely hot,… the sea that is not salty, it is perfect” (INT 25); and 
these are “very empty, and this is great, and they do not have people just selling 
you stuff” (INT 11). The interviewees spoke enthusiastically about close-to-
nature situations, like hiking in the forest and having “the experience of being 
dependent on nature” (INT 3). They referred to wild berries, the smell of 
flowers, hay and animals, local fruits, and suggested to present “every kind of 
season with its smells, with its characteristics, and colors” (INT 19). Authentic 
experiences were told to be visiting saunas, the coast and the seaside, St. John’s 
Day celebrations with its spiritual ritual feeling, visiting Soomaa National Park, 
using e-solutions, driving on ice, and cross-country skiing, etc. Most of the 
interviewees liked tasty local food, describing it as being organic, healthy, fresh, 
and delicious-looking, and they appreciated the mixture of modern and 
traditional food. One interviewee pointed out that people in Estonia are truly 
authentic being highly patriotic and extremely attached to their land (INT 25). 
Furthermore, the Christmas market and its traditions were attractive to most of 
the interviewees because the extraordinary old-world atmosphere is unusual. 
Many towns were bombed during the Second World War and could not preserve 
their medieval architecture, therefore, for example for Finns “the winter market 
in the Old Town you have is something that we really would like to see” (INT 
9). For some interviewees snow is exotic, to others peacefulness is enjoyable. In 
summary, as the authentic experiences support country branding, Estonia should 
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promote the Song Festival, the Old Town and the Christmas market more widely 
and find out better ways of promoting its nature and food. 

3.5. Differences between the country brand identity and image 

A comparative analysis was conducted to compare the data from the interviews 
and the official documents to answer RQ6. Moreover, according to Gummesson 
(2005), comparison is a key to qualitative research analysis. After filtering out 
the codes of Estonian experiences from the interviews (reflecting brand image), 
these were sought in the official marketing strategies (identity side) as grounds 
for comparison, thus helping to identify the gaps and differences between the 
brand identity and the image, to understand the brand situation.  

The marketing strategies for tourism set the goal of making Estonia a new 
memorable and exciting travel destination for people from all over the world. 
Tourism as the priority area for the promotion of Estonia has four sub-strategies: 
city, cultural, wellness, and nature holidays. In these, special symbols (objects, 
events, phenomena, or landmarks) of the country to support its promotion are the 
basic elements of stories of Estonia or sources of inspiration for that. Each sub-
strategy includes several symbols presented in the central part of Figure 8 and 
these were searched from the transcripts. The symbols were selected for the first 
comparison, as these are important elements of country-based experiences. 

 

 
Figure 8. Symbols by sub-strategy (adapted from marketing strategy for tourism, 12) 
Source: http://brand.estonia.eu, modified by the author (Article III) 

 

Four key symbols for promoting Estonia were chosen by the DMO as the 
most differentiating and competitive, but only the Song Festival (the key symbol 
of a cultural holiday) corresponded to the opinions expressed in the interviews. 
This could indicate that the promotion of the symbols has been ineffective or 
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that the selection did not cover what foreigners consider interesting. No proof 
was found on why Old Toomas, therapeutic mud or limestone bank should be 
important references or attractive in representing Estonia abroad. Instead, in the 
opinion of the interviewees, sandy beaches, swamps and forests were the 
references for a nature holiday; no one spoke of limestone banks. Only a few 
interviewees from countries where wellness holidays are popular showed interest 
in health related visits but no one mentioned therapeutic mud. In the 
interviewees’ opinion, good, tasty, and authentic food and the Estonian nature 
were common references that could be associated with wellness. Tallinn and its 
Old Town are well known but Old Toomas (key symbol of a city holiday) 
remained unknown. The lack of key symbolic associations indicates that 
customer-based research for the Estonian brand is needed. No evidence of 
considering the target audience was found during the document analysis either. 
Consequently, Estonia cannot expect high brand equity to take place. 

After comparing the codes (experiences, promotional symbols), which are 
the result of analyzing the strategies with the codes of the perceptions and 
experiences of the interviewees, a mismatch was visible. The interviewees spoke 
about experiences, attributes, and symbols that are not mentioned in the 
documents. For example, many spoke about one common symbol in culture 
holiday – food – but the other symbols selected by the DMO are products that do 
not appear to be well known, such as Baltic herring, black bread, and kama. The 
strategies recommend symbols and experiences like rehabilitation, limestone, 
islets, wildlife, strongholds, churches, the folk calendar, medical establishments, 
and eco, but these did not even arise during the interviews. Furthermore, the 
interviewees did not speak about famous Estonians, film festivals, juniper, 
Estonian National Opera, museums, sports events, golf, or blacksmith shops, 
which are suggested in the strategies. The strategy sees Estonia as the spa 
kingdom of the world but spa holidays appeared to be attractive only in the 
neighboring Scandinavian countries. To add here, the experts among the 
interviewees tended to think that the strategies do not do justice to the potential 
of the country. One of them suggested revisiting the content, another 
recommended stepping back, formulating the strategy rather with the target 
markets and segments in mind, and developing the necessary tools to achieve the 
goal. Some attributes and experiences that the interviewees spoke enthusias-
tically about are not reflected by the strategies. Nevertheless, the country 
continues to surprise foreigners because the product offer is of good quality and 
that improvements are happening quickly, also since it is a safe and clean 
country. 

In Article IV, the marketing strategies were analyzed from another point of 
view, as the analysis had a different focus. To that end, the content of the 
strategies was coded similarly to the interviews and a comparative analysis (i.e. 
contrasting country-based experiences from the interviews and the strategies) 
was conducted to identify differences. The system for classifying experiences 
from Table 5 was the frame of reference for the comparison to test its 
transferability and practicability. As a result, from the cognitive perspective, the 
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strategies do not include any that could be linked to subcategories services, 
political climate, and economy. The reason services are not elaborated could be 
that the interviewees talked about relevant, value adding or less expensive 
services. In addition, for example, inconvenient flight connections cannot be 
used as a positive promotion. These last two are not represented in tourism 
promotion presumably, as they belong to the marketing strategy for the business 
environment. From the affective perspective, experiences that belong to 
subcategories distressing, unpleasant, gloomy, and country-based memories are 
absent from the marketing strategies. It is apparent that a country does not 
promote experiences that are not positive or discourage foreigners; conversely, 
the interviewees also described negative and less favorable experiences. 
Nevertheless, the strategies could stress pleasant country-based memories that 
could influence consumption choices in a positive direction. When comparing 
experiences from the conative perspective, then those that could fall under 
subcategories, such as personal development, autonomy, wishes and desires, and 
stimulation, are not mentioned in the strategies. The reason could be that such 
experiences are related to personal well-being, but the documents are a practical 
tool helping everyone interested in promoting the country to foreigners, without 
considering very individual interests. 

In addition, the comparison of the marketing strategies and the authentic 
Estonian experiences expressed by the interviewees concerning activities in the 
countryside like hiking in the forest, or in the cities such as living the Christmas 
market tradition, revealed that many popular choices had little to do with the 
official strategies. As claimed by one branding expert, the phenomenal success 
of Tallinn’s Christmas market has been an exceptionally good example of 
tourism marketing in Europe during the last five years (INT 6) and it responds to 
excellent tactics. Surprisingly, many interviewees recommended capturing the 
value that the Soviet past has. It was found that the Song Festival, the Old Town 
of Tallinn, food, and nature are elaborated in the official documents, but the 
Christmas market is not. Moreover, driving on ice, new e-solutions, wild berries, 
and snow were pointed out as authentic by the interviewees, but were not 
recommended for promotion in the strategies. 

In conclusion, secondary data (marketing strategies) have diversified and 
complemented the research, enabling the case to be explored from different 
perspectives and adding a more comprehensive voice from the DMO. 



57 

4. CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS  

The first section synthesizes the conclusions of the four research articles that 
compose this thesis work and presents answers to the research questions. The 
following sections elaborate on the theoretical and practical contributions of the 
research, point out the limitations, and list implications for future research, as 
well as for DMOs and marketing managers. 

4.1. Conclusions 

This research was inspired by the need to advance our understanding of experi-
ence marketing and country branding and their interconnectedness from a 
marketing management perspective, and to explore foreigners’ perceptions of a 
country, its brand and experiences, as well as to interpret a specific country 
brand situation. This research was necessary to contribute to solving the problem 
of the low awareness of key concepts and their interrelation on the one hand, and 
intense competition between countries in the global market on the other hand. In 
addition, relationships between experience marketing and the actual situation 
and the effectiveness of a country brand were not clearly identified. Therefore, 
the aim of the thesis was to develop theoretical frameworks and analyze the 
current Estonian brand situation to understand and conceptualize experience 
marketing and country branding, and their interconnections to brand image and 
the experiences of a country. 

As Gummesson (2005) claims, a single case study does not merely help us 
understand a particular case, but could give general lessons about marketing. 
Moreover, in order to deserve the label of ‘marketing intelligence’, a study must 
consist of knowledgeable interpretations, conceptualizations and theory genera-
tion. This thesis contributes theoretically and empirically to broadening the 
horizons of scholars, marketers, and DMOs by explaining the concepts, 
proposing conceptual models and definitions; and attending to customers by 
exploring how they perceive and experience a country and its brand to develop 
new categories and classifications, and identify the experiences that are 
authentic. Furthermore, evaluation is the first stage of every brand’s 
development (Hanna & Rowley, 2011); thus, a specific analysis of brand 
interpretation was conducted to gather feedback on the brand image and 
experiences that included the examination of the consistency and coherency 
between the envisaged brand identity held by the DMO and the brand image of 
the Estonian brand projected by the interviewees. Identifying similarities and 
differences between the data and analyzing previous research of Brand Estonia 
was necessary to understand the current situation/state of the brand, and this also 
provided hints on how to improve the official marketing strategies.  

This thesis allows the following general conclusions. First, the aim was 
achieved through the examination and development of the concepts that 
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contributes towards a better understanding and new knowledge about experience 
marketing and country branding, including proposing conceptual models and 
definitions, developing novel categorization systems and exploring a specific 
country brand case. Second, the research contributes to the further development 
of the theory by clarifying and conceptualizing the key concepts, advancing 
theory and providing implications. Answers to all of the research questions were 
found and the seven research tasks were completed. Third, the selected 
philosophical starting points, constructivist paradigm with interpretive approach 
guiding the qualitative research and following the strategy of the case study, 
proved appropriate for investigating two socially constructed phenomena and 
their interconnections. As interpretive research attempts to comprehend the 
phenomena through accessing the meanings (people assign to them) and allows 
us to study systematic divergences in meaning between the analysis of 
interviews and documents, it was a suitable choice. Using a case study to 
understand real-life phenomena in depth facilitates explaining them 
comprehensively and interpret the current brand situation in Estonia. Fourth, the 
analysis made it possible to acquire original insights and findings.  

The six research questions proposed were answered as follows: 
RQ1. How can experience (and experiential) marketing be conceptualized?  

Article I introduces the first key concept and elaborates on its essence using a 
conceptual model that shows how experience marketing is based on strategic 
marketing management and deals with stimulus, customer-brand interaction, 
experience, consumer behavior, value co-creation, and different kinds of value 
for stakeholders. In addition, definitions were developed further to resolve the 
prevailing terminological confusion and find what the essential difference is 
between experience and experiential marketing. Experience is defined as an 
economic offering and a result of interaction between the brand and its 
customers who perceive and give meaning to it. The author defines an 
experience in the context of this thesis as a memorable emotional, cognitive, or 
motivational event from exposure to the brand, company, product or service. An 
experience is certainly a complex constructed reality that individuals perceive. 
Experience marketing is defined as the “strategic customer-centered and holistic 
marketing of relevant (and meaningful) experiences” that consider customer 
attitudes and behavior (Same & Larimo, 2012, 485). It is outlined as a growing 
field of study, which deals with the strategic marketing of experiences 
considering the affective, cognitive, and conative perspectives of consumption 
experiences, and requires strategic planning where the brand identity and 
customer motivation and engagement are parts of a well-planned strategy. 
Experiential marketing is seen as an activity (within a marketing campaign) or a 
marketing tool dealing with tactical and operational level actions to create 
sensations and emotions, rather than a strategic approach that marketers should 
consider central to their activities. 

 Based on the model illustrating the difference between experience and 
experiential marketing, a particular (or emotional) experience refers to the 
question “How does it make you feel?”, whereas a meaningful experience raises 



59 

the issue of “How does it make you feel, think and act?” Thus, it was concluded 
that experience marketing is a broader and a more comprehensive concept than 
experiential marketing. To make the distinction, experiential marketing could be 
seen as a subset of experience marketing because marketers have to manage 
cognitive, affective and conative perspectives, not only affective ones. 
Furthermore, ‘experience’ is a noun emphasizing the basis of the field (as in 
relationship or place marketing), whereas ‘experiential’ is an adjective. As 
experience marketing is the whole field, a more extensive area, its platform is 
strategic and wider in scope. The main claim is that experience marketing is a 
fundamental concept based on strategic marketing management and used to 
manage inter alia customer interaction and value issues. Experiential marketing, 
on the other hand, handles marketing tactics to design the operational process of 
customer experience. It focuses on how to conduct marketing campaigns in 
experiential ways to raise sensory and emotional appeals. Moreover, experience 
is subjective, and therefore, created or “produced” with absolute uncertainty; 
however, the settings for experiences could be objectively staged to affect the 
emotions, being the task of experiential marketing.  

RQ2. How can country branding be conceptualized? 
Article II discusses the second key concept and proposes the conceptual model. 
Country branding can be defined as the creation, management, and communi-
cation of a country brand through its attributes and story with the aim of 
differentiating, promoting the country and supporting the creation of or 
strengthening an existing positive image (to receive more tourists, sell products 
in foreign markets, attract investors, etc.). It was concluded that country 
branding is a complex phenomenon and that experience marketing offers useful 
tools for countries when confronted with intense competition. As influencing the 
image of a place and building effective country brands are difficult, 
comprehensive, and long-term tasks, they require above all an understanding of 
the customers’ mind space.  

The three-layered conceptual model explains the essence of the place/country 
branding process (the first layer) from the selection of identity through the stages 
necessary for the effective formation of an outcome for DMOs/companies that 
evidences the brand image in the mind of the target audience. Experiences that 
connect a country brand and customers, and the communication to them should 
aim to influence customers to interact in a positive way. Although the process is 
influenced by the business and cultural environment (the second layer), which in 
turn is affected by challenges (for DMOs), experience marketing activities, 
cognition and sensemaking processes, and competitors, effective branding can 
still be achieved. Furthermore, combining experiences, value, aspects of service-
dominant logic, and the branding process for a model of country branding 
broadens our understanding of the concept as the process is additionally 
explained in a value-creating way (the third layer). As value is a strategic 
objective per se, DMOs and companies must focus on the value of customers 
that leads to positive outcomes (e.g. preference, engagement, trust) and hence 
allows a greater competitive advantage. It is important that the experiential 
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offerings are designed to support the creation of value from the customers’ side, 
since value creation is the outcome of the whole spectrum of interactions 
between foreigners and a country brand and leads to value realization that is the 
ultimate goal. 

RQ3. What are the interconnections between experience marketing, country 
branding, authentic experiences, and country image? 
To develop a theoretical understanding of the connections, it was necessary to 
create another conceptual model to illustrate how key and related concepts are 
interrelated. The model consists of interconnected conceptions that are 
positioned within a logical and sequential design. The modeled pyramid is 
original and shows the direction in which the concepts will narrow, starting from 
experience marketing and ending with the branding potential. The author 
concludes that experience marketing and country branding are related through 
experiences, and authenticity is of great significance to gain memorable and 
meaningful experiences, which are the preconditions for giving rise to a positive 
country image. To illustrate this, Article IV proposed a model showing the inter-
connections between experience marketing, place marketing, country branding, 
meaningful country-based experiences, authentic experiences, country brand 
authenticity, and the positive image of a country. The foundation of this logic is 
elaborated and the interconnectedness between the concepts described.  

RQ4. How do foreigners perceive and evaluate the Estonian brand and 
image?  
Articles III and IV elaborate on how foreigners perceive a country and its brand; 
examples are presented in the articles and briefly in this thesis. Regarding the 
image of Estonia, Article III concluded that the country is predominantly an 
unknown abroad, but its image among foreigners is positive in principle. The 
WTE sign received the most negative evaluations by the interviewees who 
represented the right audience to evaluate its significance given that it is 
primarily targeted at foreign public. In addition, it was argued that the image of 
Estonia and its brand among its most important target audience (foreigners) does 
not correspond to the Estonian brand identity, as many differences were found 
between the perceptions and experiences of interviewees and the suggestions 
proposed in the marketing strategies. 

During the analysis of the interviews, four broad categories emerged and thus 
codes were grouped accordingly, although it was necessary to use 16 sub-
categories to illustrate the content and meaning of these categories: image of 
Estonia, Brand Estonia, branding potential of Estonia, and experience of Estonia. 
The 16 subcategories: Estonia’s overall image, people, positive surprise about 
Estonia, the sense of belonging, country branding activities, the sign, brand 
attributes, meaning and connotations, promoting Estonia, possible key messages, 
the story, recommendations on branding, personal experiences and expectations, 
experience marketing, the symbols, and authentic experiences, opened and 
elucidated the scope of major categories. This categorization system can be used 
by other countries as well to analyze their country brands. This thesis presents 
the framework and provides Estonian examples to highlight parallels, as the 
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name of the country could be easily changed since the categories represent the 
main topics that could be covered in the assessment of any country brand.  

RQ5. How to classify experiences in country branding, and what country-
based experiences can better support the branding of a country? 
In Article IV, the author concludes that the division of experiences into three 
categories (cognitive, affective, and conative) and subcategories was appropriate 
for mapping and organizing country-based experiences. Thirty-two (32) sub-
categories were proposed to classify the country-related experiences; of these 14 
were considered leading and decisive from three perspectives: 1) cognitive: 
cultural identity, economy, people, services, and overall impressions; 2) affec-
tive: pleasant, relaxing, exciting, and arousing experiences; and 3) conative: 
novelty, escape and relax, nature, wishes and desires, and host-site interaction. 
The classification system can be utilized as a systematized guide that can be 
useful for other countries in mapping or categorizing their country-based 
experiences in country branding. Seven new subcategories were proposed, 
constituting part of the original contribution of this research. This research 
emphasizes that it is important to conduct research on all three perspectives (not 
only on one or two of them separately) to discover an accurate and holistic 
understanding of the phenomenon. It was also concluded that experience 
marketing is an innovative proposal in the context of country branding. 

The research data showed that the most authentic Estonian experiences are 
the Song Festival, good quality food, unspoiled nature, the memorable Old 
Town of Tallinn, and its illuminated Christmas market. However, more real 
Estonian experiences were mentioned; for example, authentic experiences 
related to the islands, swamps, spas, e-solutions, and manor houses. This 
selection among all country-based experiences could be promoted more actively 
because it can contribute to more effective branding and are considered authentic 
experiences – being one step closer to a positive country image.  

RQ6. How to understand and interpret the current situation of the country 
brand in Estonia? 
It is necessary to study brand image regularly, as it reveals an important part of 
the brand’s present situation in the market; in addition, it forms the basis for 
future marketing planning and actions. From the context-specific evaluation of 
the Estonian branding case (Articles III and IV), six conclusions were 
highlighted. First, as sufficient understanding of what and how the foreigners 
think, want, and feel about Estonia as a tourist place is missing, its potential is 
unexploited, which establishes the need for more research. Second, the selection 
of the current brand identity including the symbols and experiences in support of 
Brand Estonia, which are all recommended in the official marketing strategies, 
are not entirely effective or sustainable. Third, the Estonian brand is not well 
monitored and evaluated nor sufficiently developed or enhanced over time, but 
should be since it is a valuable asset for the whole country. Fourth, some of the 
most significant and influential stakeholders (e.g. foreigners, state) are not 
included and participating in the Estonian brand development, and play no 
meaningful role in improving or disseminating the brand. Fifth, a substantial 



62 

flaw in the marketing strategies (intuitively tackled by many interviewees) is that 
the brand in general appears to be the outcome of guessing what the audience 
could like about Estonia instead of knowing how to promote the positive side of 
the country more effectively and develop appealing offers or value propositions. 
Sixth, the overall strategy is fragmented and complex, and needs to be simplified 
and made easier to understand for all disseminating its content, otherwise 
messages sent by different people could conflict. Article III demonstrates the 
problems in the Estonian branding process already in earlier stages and proposes 
considering a new attractive sign. The fact that the image of Estonia is not yet 
positioned abroad is a fair opportunity to improve the detected limitations, to 
correct past formulation mistakes, improve dialogue with the target audience, 
extend this research, and take advantage of experience marketing opportunities.  

In addition, the author found that the symbols suggested for promotion in 
Estonian marketing strategies (identity side) do not correspond to those 
mentioned by the interviewees (image side). From the four official key symbols, 
only the Song Festival coincided with the opinions expressed in that study. The 
importance of the empirical research is how it has captured foreigners’ real 
interests. Moreover, when comparing experiences described in the interviews 
and those in the strategies, a discrepancy becomes evident. The official strategies 
contain recommended experiences and topics that are not detected by the target 
audience and vice versa. The strategies should be reassessed and revised 
according to the actual situation and should include the Christmas market. This 
is essential to develop marketing strategies that are based on customer research.  

All research tasks were completed: tasks 1 and 2 were performed in Articles 
I, II, IV, and this thesis; task 3 was implemented by Articles III and IV, task 4 
was solved by Article III, task 5 was completed by IV, task 6 was met by 
Articles III and IV; and task 7 was realized by all the articles and this thesis.  

To sum up, a professional DMO constantly monitors the brand’s effective-
ness and overall trends in different markets, capturing value from customers to 
create the equity and desirable outcomes for the whole country. For effective 
branding, the voice of customers should be consulted and analyzed, to gain a 
thorough understanding of the target audience and their attitudes and behavior. 
Only now are companies and DMOs starting to understand the power of 
experience marketing and country branding to reach the minds and hearts of the 
customers. Despite a series of challenges, there are opportunities and prospects 
that this work has highlighted to comprehend these complex phenomena. 

4.2. Theoretical and practical contributions 

This thesis has advanced our understanding of marketing terminology, proposed 
new models, revealed the reciprocal interconnectedness between key concepts, 
provided new knowledge on customer perceptions and experiences, suggested 
categorization and classification systems, and interpreted a country brand 
situation – in other words, contributed in theoretical and practical terms.  
 



63 

Theoretical and methodological contributions  
This research has resulted in novel theoretical advancements of both key 
concepts through its focus on the conceptualization and development of 
experience marketing and country branding and their interconnections. 
Terminological clarifications resolved the existing confusion in understanding 
the essence of the key constructs under scrutiny. As the marketing literature uses 
experience marketing and experiential marketing interchangeably, it was 
necessary to establish the essential difference between the two, and explain the 
nature of experience marketing. To that end, the author further developed the 
definitions of experience and experience marketing, and proposed a model of 
experience marketing to explain its essence.  

The second key concept also required clarification that was achieved by 
presenting a distinction between country branding, destination branding, and 
nation branding. A conceptual model of country branding was also developed. 
The author proposed a multilevel model introducing three layers of country 
branding that could offer a foundation for future research as it integrates the key 
concepts and service-dominant logic of value. Thus, it goes beyond Dinnie’s 
(2008) model on nation-brand identity and image (cf. Article II). 

Furthermore, the author introduced a model showing the interconnections 
between key and directly related concepts. The aim of developing conceptual 
frameworks was to make the theoretical findings of the research meaningful; 
they function as useful methodological tools. Moreover, the descriptions of the 
conceptual models help to increase our knowledge in the field by explaining 
why the relationships exist, and also providing directions for further studies.  

Since theory generation – moving from raw data to conceptualization and 
contextualization – is the most valuable contribution a researcher can make 
(Gummesson, 2005), the empirical phase of the research was conducted within a 
specific context. The identified categories and subcategories of country branding 
(that resulted from the interview analysis) are special, distinctive, and contain 
examples. The categorization system refers to original research for the 
assessment of country branding describing the main topics that could be used in 
future research. It was necessary to establish the categories to understand the 
nature of the key concept, as no appropriate categories for this research were 
found in the literature (the majority of studies in this area have adopted 
quantitative approach). The existing categories based on particular arguments 
and cases, elaborated from different perspectives, seemed unsuitable. Similarly, 
appropriate options on how to interpret a country brand in the context of 
experience marketing were not found. Therefore, a novel categorization system 
was developed. Furthermore, the proposed classification system of experiences 
provided useful logic as a basis for how to distinguish experiences. This 
functions as a meaningful categorization of the experiences that foreigners 
encountered. The author integrated prior subcategories from research by Brijs, 
Bloemer and Kasper (2011), Russell and Pratt (1980), and Pearce and Lee 
(2005), and developed a system by adding seven novel subcategories. 
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In addition, the research has presented a methodological approach for how to 
interpret a country brand situation combining and comparing primary and 
secondary data, and investigating prior research on a specific country brand. In 
addition, this research has contributed to the debate on the topic and made 
recommendations for future research. 

  

Practical contributions 
This dissertation has contributed to studies and the body of knowledge in the 
field of marketing; its applicability extends to marketing and tourism. It 
broadens the horizons of scholars and marketing professionals, helping them to 
advance our understanding of the concepts and their interconnections in future 
research. The categorization system for country branding could be used to 
monitor and assess place brands, comprising a variety of elements necessary for 
a holistic view of any country. This research also shows how to interpret a 
country brand situation, which is useful for other countries in their brand 
evaluation process. Marketers can replicate a similar process and use the 
interview questions and descriptions of the data collection and analysis. The 
research findings directly benefit DMO marketing managers, executives, and 
policy makers who are responsible for the development of place brands and the 
formation of marketing strategies, but are also useful for advertising agencies 
and communication professionals, assisting them in this process. 

The classification of experiences serves as a systematized guide for 
explaining the three perspectives of experience marketing complemented with 
32 subcategories, and shows the companies and DMOs how to classify and 
investigate experiences. This system was the frame of reference for the 
comparison, so its practicability has been tested and could be used by others.  

The research provided empirical evidence of how foreigners perceive a 
country and its brand. The mismatch between country identity and image was 
evidenced and could be presented for the first time in a systematic way at the 
academic level. The problems of the ineffectiveness of Brand Estonia are now 
given the relevance that the topic deserves.  

In addition, the thesis research has introduced the criteria for selecting 
authentic experiences and emphasized their importance in a positive country 
image. Furthermore, the thesis highlights the significance of experience 
marketing in country branding (generally in place branding), since many 
marketers manage the brands of countries, cities, states, or regions, and it can 
even apply to smaller locations. As few place marketing experts advise many 
countries simultaneously, an opportunity arises to advance the understanding of 
DMOs; thus, this thesis could become a valuable source of inspiration. In 
addition, marketing professionals could examine their strategies to develop new 
ones using the proposed logic, categories and classification systems as tools. 
Moreover, this thesis has made a managerial contribution to knowledge in 
providing implications and suggestions for brand managers and DMOs. 
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4.3. Limitations and implications for future research 

Articles I and II filled the gaps in scholarly discussions that had not established a 
solid theoretical foundation regarding the terms related to key concepts. The 
articles attempted to solve some of the problems but not without constraints. The 
most considerable limitation was that they did not provide empirical evidence 
through exploring the proposed models. In addition, Articles I and II were 
written years ago, and as the iterative research process has been continuous, the 
models have been slightly advanced. Furthermore, because of constant 
improvements in theory development, every inquiry could always expand and be 
more detailed. Consequently, it is necessary to continue to examine the key 
concepts and investigate the interconnections between the concepts presented in 
the model of country branding more thoroughly. Most importantly, the proposed 
theoretical models should be fully tested empirically and could be even more 
developed by adding elements or dimensions. Other directions could be to 
develop experience economy theory and to continue advancing the theoretical 
foundations of place branding theory (from a country’s perspective).  

Articles III and IV have limitations; the most important constraints lie in the 
specificity of the case study based only on one country, and the sample selection 
criteria, as the audience of country branding is wide and the interviewees could 
have come from any place and have any background. In other words, instead of 
knowledgeable and highly qualified interviewees, a random sample could be 
appropriate, but still starting from people who know Estonia. In addition, the 
analysis derived from the unique perceptions and experiences of foreigners and 
included no locals, and despite the fact that the interviewees came from different 
countries, cultural influences were not examined.  

This research could be continued by exploring customer perceptions of 
authentic experiences, concentrating on innovative ideas about how to promote a 
truly Estonian experience. To that end, the sample could be expanded. In 
addition, it is necessary to evaluate the holistic tourist experience of Estonia, and 
study whether the suggested proposal about positioning Tallinn as the romantic 
capital of Northern Europe is a good idea or is better to advertise city breaks, 
and how Estonia is perceived in the sense of belonging in order to use 
advantages of co-branding. Furthermore, export, foreign direct investments, and 
other fields could be covered in future research as the country brand serves 
equally their interests. Moreover, a comparative analysis could be conducted 
between Brand Estonia and other small countries confronted with similar 
challenges. 

The studies could be continued and enriched based on the contribution of this 
research using the proposed conceptual models, categorization system for 
country branding, classification system of experiences, and the criteria for 
authentic experiences, or on how to interpret in qualitative terms a case that 
compares brand identity and the image of a country. Further exploration of the 
key concepts has both conceptual and applied appeal, and can provide directions 
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for examining how country-based experiences change consumer behavior and 
vice versa. Thus, future studies should include conative perspectives because 
they are interrelated with the cognitive and affective. One option is a large-scale 
research to establish which perspective out of the three, among different target 
groups, affects attitudes most and then elaborate on that. In future research, the 
perceptions of visual aspects of tourism brochures, and websites, could be 
evaluated from cognitive, affective, and conative perspectives. The potential of 
this topic is remarkable also in collaboration with other disciplines.  

Future research could focus on investigating the use of experience marketing 
in place/country brand promotion and the effectiveness of a place brand. This is 
a feasible approach to contributing with original research. Cross-cultural and 
national studies are other options, and it is equally important to study the locals 
because they promote the country abroad and receive foreign guests. The 
experiences of a country and proposals are not permanent as they change over 
time, and therefore, must be constantly examined. Gaining a thorough 
understanding of the audience is a crucial step in the formulation of official 
marketing strategies attempting to influence people’s perceptions and improve 
communication. Moreover, it is necessary to investigate the coincidences 
between the experiences of the target audience and the marketing strategies, and 
if required, to form new documents. Finally, this study suggests that some 
elements of the concepts of experience marketing and country branding, such as 
brand authenticity, differentiation, engagement, and value creation could provide 
substantial and relevant areas of investigation.  

4.4. Managerial implications and suggestions  

Experience marketing is definitely a broad field and its core lies in the insight 
that customers look for experiences and have a need to interact, and these 
experiences affect and even change or transform their lives. This is echoed by 
Pine and Gilmore (1998) that customers desire experiences, and more companies 
are responding by designing and promoting them. Any experience marketing 
initiative must allow for communication; moreover, companies need to create 
meaningful experiences as they search for interaction with customers to meet 
their goals. In addition, the author of this thesis recommends the use of 
experience marketing in country branding to increase the competitiveness of a 
country. Understanding and appreciating the key concepts provides opportunities 
and allows a broader context for development and innovation in marketing.  

Marketers could use the proposed conceptual models to understand the 
connections between the concepts, as it is important to identify which marketing 
possibilities are linked to a positive image. Moreover, it is important to 
understand the linkages between the identity, country-based experiences, 
authentic experiences, and image, and the potential of country branding. 
Researchers have already predicted that customer-driven experiences will 
prevail over company-driven experiences, so the customer must be consulted 
more often in branding processes.  
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This work could be applicable for the assessment of place brands because 
these could be evaluated using the categories and methodology proposed here. In 
addition, as brand evaluation should be a continual process, it is advisable for 
every country to examine their brand regularly to understand how the country is 
perceived abroad, and to assess how distinguishable and recognizable their brand 
is; which also applies to companies. Assessing the country brand’s effectiveness 
includes also evaluating how differentiating and consistent the messages are 
across various touchpoints. To that end, strategies provide a valuable source; in 
addition, these must be actively disseminated. Therefore, it is necessary to 
develop effective marketing strategies and translate them into experience 
marketing tools addressing target audiences, their expectations, attitudes, needs, 
and values. 

Regarding the Estonian case, the country DMO could develop its own new 
brand systems and frameworks based on the proposed models and categories, 
and use the information that has been gathered to reflect on the opportunities to 
improve the monitoring and evolution of the brand. Since they have the capacity 
to reach out, they could advance the categories and classification system, 
conduct more interviews or design questionnaires to understand the target 
audience, especially in priority markets. The country DMO could also engage a 
wide spectrum of institutions and other stakeholders: hotel managers, tourist 
agencies, media, branding experts, local developers, transport managers, etc., in 
the discussion of the holistic tourism experience. The country DMO could 
coordinate the process and set a direction, but feedback and reflection from the 
target audience is also needed. Workshops or events (e.g. conferences) would be 
effective ways to raise awareness of these problems and collect ideas for how to 
further differentiate a country. Experience marketing can offer new opportunities 
for country branding, also thanks to the internet-driven media revolution; 
digitalization and virtualization provides an advantage for Estonia, one of the 
frontrunners in this field. In addition, Estonia could initiate a series of 
workgroups to start to develop new marketing strategies, and furthermore, 
design a new sign and find proper symbols to promote the country. The current 
Estonian marketing strategies stand on exactly the same premises as formulated 
years ago. This is one part of the debate that further evaluation, research, and 
actions are required. This thesis could motivate change because the findings are 
original and have practical value for the country.  

Some suggestions are directed to DMOs to help them manage their country 
brands more effectively. First, it is important to conduct comprehensive 
customer-centered research to understand what travelers think, want, and feel in 
relation to a country. This can be achieved by asking questions related to 
experiences, which would provide useful hints for future activities. In addition, 
exploiting the system for classifying experiences in their studies helps to 
systematize country-based experiences. Next, it is vital to identify and ascertain 
a realistic place identity and link the selection to effective communication, using 
attractive and unique messages, which help to differentiate the country in the 
customers’ minds, and ultimately provide competitive advantage. As the global 
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market is saturated with many similar places and messages, differentiation 
becomes the only way to survive. Country brand identity is at the core of the 
brand building process, and a powerful brand must be distinguishable and 
memorable to lead to a meaningful response. As it is important to create a 
unique identity, the storytelling is becoming more relevant for marketers and 
DMOs, and thus it is necessary to develop stories about the place. Furthermore, 
it is essential to evaluate the country brand continuously, and if required, renew 
it over time. It is useful to establish a coordinating unit, which could bring 
together DMOs and different stakeholders, and add the efforts of companies, as 
well as export initiatives, investments and other government agencies to develop 
more powerful messages and activities. In addition, scholars and experts in the 
field should be consulted during the process. It is also necessary to inform tour 
operators in the target market about the options and tourist products. Evidence 
from the Estonian case shows that the brand communicates fewer positive 
messages today and initiates less authentic experiences than it could, because its 
strategies are flawed and misled.  

A country brand is a multifaceted and complex construct, consisting of many 
attributes and value components and involving a variety of stakeholders. 
Therefore, continuous work and coordinated efforts are required to support it, 
and to take advantage of its positive image. Finally, the results of this thesis 
suggest that marketing managers would benefit from exploring how to use 
experience marketing in country branding more effectively. Although this 
empirical research is based on an Estonian case, the findings could stimulate 
insights, ideas and guidance for brand managers and DMOs in other countries. 
Moreover, they could utilize the conceptualization developed in this study. As 
both key concepts are emerging and evolving, comprehensive discussions of the 
interconnections and their operationalization and evaluation are almost absent. 
This research has initiated a discussion linking the two concepts and hopes that 
the debate continues.  
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KOKKUVÕTE 

Riigi bränd ja kuvand mõjutavad tarbijate hoiakuid, veendumusi ja käitumist 
ning tekitavad emotsioone, seetõttu on vaja mõista riiki külastavaid välismaalasi, 
et leida ja luua konkurentsieeliseid. Brändi arendama ja vajadusel muutma peab, 
kuid probleem on mõlema võtmekontseptsiooni ehk elamusturunduse ja riigi 
brändimise olemuse vähene tundmine, sest varasemad uuringud käsitlevad 
enamasti konkreetse juhtimisprobleemi lahendamist, mitte teooria loomist või 
arendust ega paku riigi brändi analüüsimiseks sobivaid lahendusi. Vähe on 
uuritud kontseptsioonide olemust ning nende seoseid. Teema on aktuaalne kogu 
maailmas, sest elamused aitavad nii ettevõtetel kui ka riikidel konkurentsis 
püsida. Eestis pole seni uuritud elamusturunduse kasutamist riigi brändimisel, 
riigi efektiivsemat turundamist ega brändi arendamise vajadust.  

 Doktoritöö eesmärk on arendada teoreetilist raamistikku ja analüüsida Eesti 
riigi näitel brändi olukorda, et mõista ja kontseptualiseerida elamusturundust ja 
riigi brändimist ning nende seoseid riigiga seotud elamuste ja kuvandiga 
turunduse juhtimise vaatenurgast. Töö autor otsib vastust põhiküsimusele: 
kuidas mõista/tõlgendada ning kontseptualiseerida riigi brändimist ja sellega 
seotud elamuste tajumist? Sellest lähtuvalt keskendub doktoritöö järgmistele 
uurimisküsimustele: 1) kuidas kontseptualiseerida elamusturundust? 2) kuidas 
kontseptualiseerida riigi brändimist? 3) kuidas mõista elamusturunduse, riigi 
brändimise, autentsete elamuste ja riigi kuvandi vahelisi seoseid? 4) kuidas 
tajuvad ja hindavad välismaalased Eesti brändi ja kuvandit? 5) kuidas klassifit-
seerida riigiga seotud elamusi ja millised neist toetavad enim riigi brändimist?  
6) kuidas mõista ja tõlgendada Eesti brändi praegust olukorda?  

Eesmärgi saavutamiseks ja vastuste leidmiseks püstitati seitse uurimis-
ülesannet. Esmalt analüüsiti ja sünteesiti varasemaid elamusturunduse ja riigi 
brändimise teooriaid ja kontseptsioone (ülesanne 1) ning loodi kontseptuaalsed 
mudelid, mis seletavad võtmekontseptsioone ja nende seotust (ülesanne 2). 
Empiirilise uuringuga analüüsiti riigi brändi ja kuvandi ning Eestiga seotud 
elamuste tajumist ja tõlgendamist ning intervjueeritavate soovitusi riigi 
paremaks turundamiseks (ülesanne 3). Parema arusaama loomiseks oli vajalik 
välja uurida riigi brändimise kategooriad (ülesanne 4), klassifitseerida riigiga 
seotud elamused ning valida nende seast välja autentsed (ülesanne 5). Eesti 
brändi olukorra tõlgendamiseks analüüsiti varasemaid uuringuid ja ametlikke 
turundusstrateegiaid ning võrreldi tulemusi intervjuude analüüsiga, et leida 
erinevusi Eesti brändi identiteedi ja kuvandi vahel (ülesanne 6). Lisaks tehti 
ettepanekuid tulevasteks uuringuteks ja anti juhtimissoovitusi (ülesanne 7). 

Uurimus tugines materjali tõlgendamisel sotsiaalkonstruktivistlikule paradig-
male. Interpretatiivse lähenemisega püüti mõista subjektiivseid tähendusi ja 
kontekstist lähtuvat tegelikkust, töö empiiriliseks aluseks oli juhtumiuuring. 
Töös kasutati kvalitatiivset uurimisviisi, andmeid koguti 31 süvaintervjuu ja 
dokumentide analüüsi kaudu ning analüüsiti kvalitatiivse sisuanalüüsiga. 
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Doktoritöö baseerub neljal teadusartiklil (lisad 1–4), mille uurimistulemused 
ja põhijäreldused on järgmised. Elamusturundus on kliendikeskne ja holistiline 
elamuskogemuste strateegiline turundamine, mis võtab arvesse tarbija elamuste 
kognitiivset (teadmuslikku), afektiivset (emotsionaalset) ja konatiivset (käitu-
muslikku) hoiakuaspekti, mida tarbija kogeb brändiga kokkupuutest. Erialases 
ingliskeelses kirjanduses kasutatakse termineid experience marketing ja 
experiential marketing sünonüümidena, kuid töö järeldab, et esimene tähendab 
holistilist elamusturundust, mis tegeleb elamuste loomise ja strateegilise 
turundamisega ning on seotud kognitiivsete, afektiivsete ja konatiivsete 
aspektidega, teine elamuslikku turundamist, mis seisneb taktikalistes ja 
operatiivsetes tegevustes (nt sündmuse elamuslikuks muutmine või tausta 
häälestamine), et mõjutada tarbijate meeli, ja on seotud peamiselt elamuste 
afektiivse poolega (artikkel I).  

Riigi brändimine (country branding) on riigi brändi loomine, juhtimine ja 
kommunitseerumine selle elementide kaudu, mille eesmärk on eristuda, riiki 
reklaamida ja kaasa aidata riigi positiivse kuvandi kujunemisele või parenda-
misele (mis aitab tuua rohkem turiste, müüa tooteid välisturgudel, meelitada ligi 
investoreid jne). Töö loob ka terminoloogilist selgust: riigi brändimise 
sünonüümidena on kasutusel nation branding ja destination branding, mis kõik 
kuuluvad koha brändimise (place branding) alla, kuid keskenduvad eri 
aspektidele (nt etniline kuuluvus, sihtkoht kui turismi objekt). Uurimuses 
rõhutatakse, et riigi brändimises mängivad tähtsat rolli kaks komponenti: brändi 
identiteet ja (tarbija peas olev) kuvand. Kolmas põhikomponent on elamused, 
mis aitavad vähendada kahe eelmise komponendi vahelisi erinevusi (artikkel II). 

Doktoritöös on autor loonud kolm kontseptuaalset mudelit: elamusturunduse 
olemus, riigi brändimise olemus ning kontseptsioonide seoste mudel. Viimase 
põhjal võib elamusturundust mõista kui baasi, millele rajada kogu turundus-
tegevus. Elamusturundust võib kasutada eri turundusvaldkondades, näiteks 
kohaturundus. Koht on ka riik, mille brändimine hõlmab turismi, eksporti, 
investeeringuid ning sisserände ja hariduse edendamist. Konkreetse riigiga 
seotud elamused omavad tarbija jaoks tähendust, osa neist on autentsed ja 
aitavad riigil teiste seas eristuda. See omakorda viib riigi brändi autentsuse ja 
eeldatavasti positiivse kuvandini. Kui riigi kuvand on tarbija jaoks positiivne, 
mõjutab see tema peatuskoha valikut, sest tarbija valib hoiakute mõjul meeldiva 
ja kasuliku, vältides negatiivset ja ebausaldusväärset.  

Intervjuude analüüsi baasil töötati välja kategooriate süsteem: neli üld-
kategooriat ja 16 alamkategooriat, et mõista, milliseid põhiteemasid uurida riigi 
brändimisel. Uurimusest selgus neli üldkategooriat: Eesti kuvand, Eesti bränd, 
brändi potentsiaal ja Eesti elamused, mida ka teised riigid saavad kasutada oma 
brändi tõlgendamisel ja hindamisel, vahetades vaid riigi nime. Analüüs selgitas 
välja, et Eesti ei ole veel välismaal piisavalt tuntud, kuid sellele vaatamata on 
kuvand külastajate seas valdavalt positiivne. Me ei tea veel täpselt, mida 
välismaalased Eestist kui atraktiivsest peatuskohast teavad, mis tundeid see neis 
tekitab, mida nad siit ootavad või siin teha tahavad, ja seda kasutamata 
potentsiaali tuleb uurida. Praegune brändi identiteet ja strateegiad, mis peaksid 
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Eesti brändi toetama, ei ole piisavalt arusaadavad ega tõhusad. Kolm välja-
pakutud põhisümbolit neljast, mille kaudu soovitatakse Eestit tutvustada, ei 
tekita välismaalastes huvi või pole nad neid märganud. Lisaks osutub, et Eesti 
brändi ei ole seni piisavalt uuritud, kuigi see on vajalik ja et välismaalastel võib 
märk “Welcome to Estonia” tekitada negatiivseid assotsiatsioone (artikkel III). 

Uurimustöö tulemusena leiti, et välismaalased tajuvad Eestis kõige autentse-
mate elamustena laulupidu, maitsvat toitu, kaunist loodust, Tallinna vanalinna ja 
sealset jõuluturgu; lisaks võib esile tuua spaad, mõisad, e-lahendused ja saared. 
Varasemad uuringud baseeruvad peamiselt kognitiivsetel aspektidel, kuid käes-
olevas doktoritöös pakuti kolm üldkategooriat ja selgitati välja 32 riigi brändi-
mise uurimiseks vajalikku elamusturunduslikku alamkategooriat. Eesti näitel on 
neist olulisimad järgmised: 1) kognitiivsed: kultuuriline identiteet, majandus, 
inimesed, teenused ja üldmuljed; 2) afektiivsed: meeldivad, lõõgastavad, põne-
vad ja erutavad elamused; 3) konatiivsed: uudsus, põgenemine ja puhkus, 
looduslähedus, külastajate soovid ja unelmad ning nende kohapealne kaasamine. 
Kategooriad moodustavad klassifitseerimissüsteemi, millest seitse uut alam-
kategooriat loodi intervjuude analüüsi tulemusel: üldmuljed, teenused, riigiga 
seotud mälestused, teadmised enne ja pärast külastust, eeldatavad teadmised riigi 
kohta, külastajate soovid ja unelmad ning ergutusajendid. Töös võrreldi ka Eesti 
brändi identiteeti ja kuvandit, et näha, kas välismaalaste tajutud elamused 
vastavad neile, mida soovitatakse turundusstrateegiates, ning leiti, et esineb 
mitmeid erinevusi ja strateegiate loogika ja sisu vajab ülevaatamist (artikkel IV).  

Kuna kõik brändiga seotud elamused ei ole afektiivsed, soovitab töö autor 
uurida (tarbimis)elamust kolmest aspektist: kognitiivsest, afektiivsest ja kona-
tiivsest, et saada kliendikogemusest tervikpilti. Peale selle soovitatakse hinnata 
Eesti brändi, välja töötada turundusstrateegia, mis on brändi ja sõnumite 
levitajatele arusaadav, ning kaaluda märgi väljavahetamist. Tulevikus võiks 
uurida, milline on Eesti terviklik turismikogemus ja kas Tallinna võiks 
reklaamida kui põhjamaist romantilist keskust.  

Doktoritöö panus seisneb elamusturunduse ja riigi brändimise alaste 
teoreetiliste käsitluste edasiarendamises, nende kontseptuaalses selgitamises, 
seoste süsteemses esituses ja uudses metodoloogilises lähenemises, mis aitab 
tõlgendada riigi brändi olukorda. Töös konstrueeriti kolm teoreetilist mudelit, 
mõistmaks võtmekontseptsioone ja seoseid elamusturunduse, riigi brändimise, 
autentsuse ja kuvandi vahel, ning loodi kategooriad, mida saab kasutada 
tulevastes uuringutes. Töö rakenduslik panus sisaldab riigi brändimise 
kategooriate ja elamuste klassifitseerimise väljaselgitamist, mis annab turundaja-
tele töövahendid oma brändi hindamiseks. Uurimus panustab akadeemilisse 
diskussiooni, analüüsib, kuidas tajuvad ja tõlgendavad välismaalased Eesti 
brändi, ja selgitab välja kõige autentsemad elamused, mida Eestit reklaamides 
esile tuua. Doktoritöö originaalsus seisneb võtmekontseptsioonide teooria 
arendamises uute mudelite kaudu, uudsete kategooriate ja klassifitseerimis-
süsteemide ja definitsioonide loomises ning unikaalses Eestit puudutavas 
empiirilises uurimuses, millel on praktiline väärtus ka teistele riikidele.  
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ABSTRACT 

Country brand and image affect customer attitudes, beliefs, and behavior, 
and generate emotions. Therefore, it is necessary to understand the perceptions 
and experiences of foreign travelers to identify and create competitive 
advantage. It is crucial to develop a country brand; however, awareness of both 
key concepts – experience marketing and country branding – is low. Previous 
research has mostly addressed specific management problems, describing 
problem-solving processes rather than building or advancing the theory, and has 
not offered appropriate solutions for analyzing country brands. Few studies have 
covered the interrelations between the concepts, and minimal attention has been 
paid to their essence. The topic is promising worldwide because experiences 
help companies and countries remain competitive. In Estonia, the use of 
experience marketing in country branding has not been explored, and no efforts 
have been made to initiate academic debate to improve the promotion of the 
country, and develop its brand further.  

The aim of this thesis is to develop theoretical frameworks and analyze the 
current country brand situation in Estonia to understand and conceptualize 
experience marketing and country branding, and the interconnections to brand 
image and experiences of a country from a marketing management perspective. 
The author seeks to answer a fundamental question: How to understand the 
perceptions of country branding and country-based experiences to conceptualize 
the key concepts? On this basis, the thesis focuses on the following research 
questions: 1) How can experience marketing be conceptualized? 2) How can 
country branding be conceptualized? 3) What are the interconnections between 
experience marketing, country branding, authentic experiences, and country 
image? 4) How do foreigners perceive and evaluate the Estonian brand and 
image? 5) How to classify experiences in country branding, and what country-
based experiences can better support the branding of a country? 6) How to 
understand and interpret the current situation of the country brand in Estonia?   

Seven research tasks were set to accomplish the aim. First, the existing 
concepts and theories were analyzed and synthesized (task 1) to develop 
conceptual models to explain the key concepts and their interconnectedness (2). 
Then, empirical research was used to explore the perceptions and experiences of 
a country brand and its image (3). To gain a better understanding of the key 
concepts, it was necessary to develop categories for country branding (4), as 
well as to classify experiences, and indicate authentic experiences (5). To 
interpret the current country brand situation in Estonia, the official marketing 
strategies were analyzed, and the data were compared to identify differences 
between the country brand identity and image (6). Finally, proposals for future 
research, and managerial implications were presented (7).  

This research adopts the social constructivist view that allows comprehension 
and interpretation of the social world by exploring two complex phenomena, and 
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by analyzing the perceptions and experiences of foreigners using a single case 
study approach. This qualitative research draws on interviews and document 
analysis. The data were analyzed using qualitative content analysis. 

This thesis is based on four research articles (Appendices 1–4) that have 
reached the following conclusions. Experience marketing is defined as the 
strategic customer-centered and holistic marketing of relevant (and meaningful) 
experiences considering the cognitive (knowledge), affective (emotional), and 
conative (behavioral) attitudinal perspectives of the consumption experience. 
Experience marketing and experiential marketing are used as synonyms, but this 
work claims the former means strategic marketing – engaged in the creation and 
communication of experiences related to cognitive, affective, and conative 
perspectives. The latter is tactical or operational marketing activities (e.g. to 
make an event experiential or to change the setup or background) to influence 
customer emotions and is primarily associated with affective aspects (Article I).  

Country branding can be defined as the creation, management, and communi-
cation of a country brand through its attributes and a story, to differentiate and 
promote a country and support the creation of or strengthening of a positive 
image, which helps to bring more tourists, sell products in foreign markets, 
attract investors, etc. The work brings terminological clarity since nation 
branding and destination branding have been used indistinctively, but they 
belong to place branding, though they focus on different aspects (e.g. ethnicity, a 
tourist destination). This research emphasizes that two fundamental constructs 
on country branding are brand identity and image; the third crucial component is 
the experiences, which help to reduce the gap between these two (Article II). 

The thesis introduces three conceptual models: the essence of experience 
marketing, a three-layered model of country branding, and a model indicating 
the interconnections between the concepts. Based on the latter, experience mar-
keting can be viewed as the basis for building all marketing activities. It has a 
wide range of applications in different sub-fields of marketing, one of which is 
place marketing. In country branding, it can encompass the promotion of 
tourism, business, immigration, and education. Country-based experiences have 
meaning for customers, but only some are authentic and help to differentiate a 
country. The authenticity of the brand strengthens a country image. If customers 
perceive a country image to be positive, this in turn affects the choice, because 
travelers favor what they consider pleasant and interesting places, avoiding the 
negative and unreliable.  

Based on the analysis of the interviews, a categorization system consisting of 
4 categories and 16 subcategories was developed to understand which main 
topics could be used in country branding research. Four key categories evolved, 
such as image of Estonia, Estonian brand, branding potential of Estonia, and 
experience of Estonia that could be used by other countries in their country 
branding evaluation by changing the name of the country. This research revealed 
that Estonia is not yet sufficiently known abroad, but has a positive image 
among foreigners. So far, we do not know exactly what foreigners know about 
Estonia as an attractive place, which feelings it creates, or what they expect or 



83 

want to do in Estonia, so there is unexplored potential for research. The current 
brand identity and the marketing strategies that should support the brand are not 
effective and understandable for proper dissemination. Three out of four key 
symbols recommended by the DMO to present the country abroad do not capture 
foreigners’ interest and remain unnoticed. The ‘Welcome to Estonia’ sign is the 
least appealing attribute of the brand to foreigners (Article III).  

The research found that foreigners perceive the Song Festival, food, nature, 
the Old Town of Tallinn and its Christmas market as most authentic in Estonia. 
The interviewees referred also to the spas, manor houses, e-solutions, and 
islands. Previous studies are based mainly on cognitive perspectives, but this 
thesis proposes examining all three categories and identifies 32 subcategories for 
country branding. For Estonia, among the most important are: 1) cognitive: cul-
tural identity, economy, people, services, and overall impressions; 2) affective: 
pleasant, relaxing, exciting, and arousing experiences; and 3) conative: novelty, 
escape and relax, closeness to nature, wishes and desires of travelers, and host-
site involvement. Seven new subcategories were developed: overall impressions, 
services, country-based memories, knowledge before and after visiting, assumed 
knowledge that travelers might have, wishes and desires of travelers, and 
incentives. Furthermore, the question of whether the brand identity corresponds 
to the image was analyzed to see if perceived experiences meet those described 
in the marketing strategies, and a number of differences were found (Article IV).  

As not all brand experiences are emotional, the author suggests exploring 
consumption experience simultaneously from cognitive, affective, and conative 
perspectives to obtain a holistic picture of the customer experience. It is 
recommended to evaluate the Estonian brand, develop a new marketing strategy, 
and the country DMO could also consider replacing the sign. In the future, it is 
advisable to examine the holistic Estonian experience and explore whether 
Tallinn could be advertized as a romantic capital of Nordic Europe.  

The contribution of this thesis consists of the development of theoretical 
frameworks, conceptual clarification of experience marketing and country 
branding, a systematic presentation of their interrelations, and a novel methodo-
logical approach, which helps to interpret the situation of a country brand. The 
author constructed three theoretical models explaining the key concepts and the 
interconnections between experience marketing, country branding, authenticity, 
and positive image; and proposed categories for future research. The work 
includes a practical contribution of the identification of country branding 
categories and the classification of experiences, which gives marketers tools for 
interpreting their brands. The study contributed to academic discussion, analyzed 
how foreigners perceive and evaluate the Estonian brand and image, and 
identified the most authentic experiences that could be highlighted in the 
promotion. The originality of this thesis lies in the advancement of theory 
through the new models, definitions, novel categorization and classification 
systems, and the creation of a unique empirical study concerning Estonia, which 
has practical value for other countries.    
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Appendix 1. Article I  

Same, S., & Larimo, J. (2012). Marketing Theory: Experience Marketing and 
Experiential Marketing. In R. Ginevičius, A. V. Rutkauskas & J. Stankevičienė 
(Eds.), selected papers of the 7th International Scientific Conference “Business 
and Management 2012” (pp. 480–487). Vilnius Gediminas Technical University 
Press.  
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Appendix 2. Article II  

Same, S. (2012). Country Branding and Experience Marketing: a Perspective on 
Sensemaking and Cognition Theories. Journal of International Scientific 
Publications: Economy & Business, 6(3), 286–303.  
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Appendix 3. Article III  

Same, S., & Solarte-Vasquez, M. C. (2014). Country Branding and Country 
Image: Insights, Challenges and Prospects. The Case of Estonia. Baltic Journal 
of European Studies, 4(1), 137–165.  
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Appendix 4. Article IV 

Same, S. (2014). Experience Marketing in Country Branding: Theoretical 
Developments and an Estonian Case Study. Research in Economics and 
Business: Central and Eastern Europe, 6(1), 65–88.  
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Appendix 5. Interview guide 

1. When did you first visit Estonia and what did you know about the country 
then? Your first impressions? What motivated your visit to Estonia? 

2. What are your perceptions and impressions about Estonia, what is your 
Estonian experience so far? Has it changed over the time? How do you 
describe your Estonian experiences? 

3. How do you see the image of Estonia? What could people from your 
country know about Estonia and what do they think of Estonia’s image, 
reputation?  

4. What could surprise your fellow compatriots positively about Estonia (as 
the slogan says)? Is there anything that surprises you about Estonia? 

5. How do you understand country (or destination) branding (as all countries 
design signs, organize advertising campaigns, try to attract tourists)?  

6. What associations does the sign ‘Welcome to Estonia’ have for you? Have 
you seen it before? Does Brand Estonia mean anything to you (sign, 
cornflower pattern, slogan ‘Positively surprising’, colors, font style, 
marketing concept or strategies)? What do you think about it (associations, 
first impressions, do you like it)? Is Brand Estonia modern? 

7. How might people in your country perceive Brand Estonia? Is it more 
positive or negative? What do you think of the Estonian Tourist Board 
concept ‘An old country in a shiny package’ (just the title name)? 

8. Should we promote Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania together as a Baltic 
brand? Where does Estonia belong or fit best: is it more like an Eastern 
European country, Baltic or Nordic country?  

9. How do you see Estonia compared to Nordic and Scandinavian countries? 
Please describe Estonians.  

10. How could Estonia be promoted in your country? What deserves special 
attention in introducing Estonia abroad? What could be three main selling 
arguments in your country?  

11. In what ways could we improve the image or reputation of Estonia?  
12. What is more convincing when promoting a country: rational facts (new 

knowledge about Estonia), emotions and feelings, or motivating arguments 
to visit Estonia (incentive to do something, e.g. win a trip)?  

13. How could Estonia differentiate itself from other countries in branding and 
in promotion?  

14. How can we develop Brand Estonia further?  
15. How often are you as an ordinary citizen engaged in promoting Estonia (to 

friends, partners)? How do you promote your own country?  
16. Which three main places or attractions in Estonia you would definitely 

show a friend?  
17. What do you see as the symbols of Estonia? Please name 3–5 top-of-mind 

(priority) associations related to Estonia. 



174 

18. How would you introduce Estonia to a friend? Please tell in 1–2 sentences a 
short story about Estonia (how you see and describe it).  

19. Can you bring an example of a country which has a particularly positive 
image, and why? Any example of a country, which has a negative image? 

20. How does your country promote itself and what do you think of it? Do they 
promote the whole country or regions, cities separately?  

21. What are the main advantages of the main competitors to Estonia for 
tourists from your country?  

22. What kinds of experiences do you expect to have in Estonia? What kinds of 
experiences are you looking for? 

23. What could be an authentic Estonian experience? What kinds of 
experiences should we promote?  

24. How do you see it, is experience marketing a better way to promote Estonia 
than traditional marketing? 

25. Why come to Estonia? Have you visited official websites www.visit 
Estonia.com and www.estonia.eu, and what do you think of these?  

26.  Do you want to add anything or make any more suggestions about how to 
promote Estonia?  
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