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Abstract
Wellness tourism is a fast-growing tourism industry segment and major wellness 
tourism destinations are found in the Asia–Pacific region, including India. The 
region of Kerala in India has an abundant natural, cultural and entrepreneurial 
resources for the development of wellness tourism. These resources are centered on 
the unique and traditional Ayurveda treatment, complemented by impressive natu-
ral landscapes and rich cultures and history. Despite the abundance and quality of 
resources and services provided by a large number of stakeholders, Kerala lacks a 
branding strategy for differentiating Kerala as a wellness tourism destination to com-
pete in international markets. A stakeholder-based participatory process was devel-
oped to co-create a branding strategy, involving a destination audit supported by an 
online conjoint analysis survey to discover the relative importance of ‘high-level’ 
attributes associated with Kerala’s wellness tourism resources. The most important 
attributes are ‘Fits with strategic priorities of the organisation’ and ‘Ability to inte-
grate into wellness tourism packages’. The main resources complementing wellness 
services are natural features and cultural heritage. This research contributes to stake-
holder-based participatory methods for destination branding.

Keywords Wellness tourism · Kerala · Branding · Participatory process · Destination 
audit · Conjoint analysis

1 Introduction

Tourism is a significant economic activity that benefits local and national economies 
around the world. It increases employment opportunities, incomes and living stand-
ards (Mondal, 2020). Wellness tourism is a fast-growing tourism segment which 
accounted for US$639 billion of spending worldwide in 2017 (Romão et al., 2017; 
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Yeung and Johnston, 2018; Kazakov and Oyner, 2021). Wellness tourism can be 
broadly defined as travel by people who “proactively pursue activities that main-
tain or enhance their personal health and wellbeing, and who are seeking unique, 
authentic or location-based experiences and therapies not available at home” (John-
ston et al., 2011). Major wellness tourism destinations are found in the Asia–Pacific 
region, including India (the subject of this article).

With 56 million domestic and international wellness tourists and $16.3 billion 
of spending (supporting 3.7 million jobs), India was the seventh-largest wellness 
tourism market in 2017—second only to China in the Asia–Pacific region (Kumar, 
2019). During 2015–17, wellness-related trips increased by 20.4% for India and 
20.6% for China—the fastest country growth rates in the region (Yeung and John-
ston, 2018). Despite wellness tourism being an important tourism segment in 
India, its branding has been weak (Ravichandran and Suresh, 2010). Countries in 
the Asia–Pacific compete against each other in attracting wellness tourists, and so 
branding has become an important factor for creating a perception of a destination’s 
distinctiveness (Poorani and Jiang, 2017).

Page and Cornell (2020) proposed that destination branding must contribute to 
differentiating and distinguishing each destination by promoting its attractive fea-
tures in a credible, plausible and deliverable way. A brand should rely on favour-
able attributes of the destination that are important to the target segment, so that its 
positioning guarantees congruence between identity and image. Pike (2021) defines 
branding as a co-creation process that includes: the identification of the brand com-
munity, a destination audit to identify sources of competitive advantage, an analysis 
of a brand image, and the production of a brand charter for stakeholders. Such a 
process may contribute to the consolidation of local knowledge and networks, which 
are perceived as crucial elements of the “soft infrastructure” of a “learning destina-
tion” (Campbell, 2009; Benckendorff et al., 2019). By using Information Technolo-
gies (IT) to involve local stakeholders, this process of co-creation (Binkhorst and 
Dekker, 2009) opens up new opportunities for interaction and cooperation between 
stakeholders to develop “learning destinations”.

Learning destinations are characterised as providing ubiquitous access to new 
IT tools to stakeholders, enabling systematic and effective instruments for access-
ing knowledge and information, encouraging a culture that favours innovation and 
mechanisms to ensure active participation of all stakeholders (Racherla Hu and 
Hyun, 2008). These advancements are also expected to support new forms of des-
tination management and governance (Sigala and Marinidis, 2012), as proposed for 
consolidating smart tourism destinations (Boes et al., 2016). Moreover, the generali-
sation of these collaborative practices based on IT offers a clear contribution to the 
development of managerial roles and competencies related to data management and 
analytics by local stakeholders (Busulwa et al., 2021).

The territorial context of this study is Kerala, a region in India popularly known 
as “God’s own country”. Kerala has abundant natural, cultural and entrepreneurial 
resources for the development of wellness tourism centred on the unique and tra-
ditional Ayurveda treatment complemented by impressive natural landscapes and 
rich cultures and history. However, despite the abundance and quality of relevant 
wellness-related resources and services provided by a large number of stakeholders, 
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Kerala lacks a branding strategy for differentiating itself as a wellness tourism des-
tination to compete in international markets (Thornton, 2015; Ravisankar, 2018). 
Supported by well-established concepts and methodologies for the definition of 
branding strategies, the main contribution of our study is to reveal that such a strat-
egy can be effectively built with the strong participation of the local community, in a 
process of co-creation based on a solid theoretical framework. This study also dem-
onstrates the relevance of a specific digital tool (1000 minds software) and analytical 
method (PAPRIKA) in order to perform a conjoint analysis, a suitable methodology 
for these purposes.

Based on the results of the conjoint analysis, principles for a strategic branding 
process for Kerala are presented and discussed by identifying the resources per-
ceived as main sources of competitive advantage and assessing the main attributes 
for their effective utilisation within a strategy for wellness-tourism development. 
This approach considers previous studies focusing on the role and importance of 
local resources for this type of tourism (Heung and Kucukutsa, 2013; Medina‐
Muñoz and Medina‐Muñoz, 2014) while integrating local stakeholders in an innova-
tive participatory strategic assessment. By achieving clear, objective and relevant 
results, this process can be seen as a meaningful form of collaboration (Blichfeldt, 
2018), with a high potential to open up opportunities for further developments based 
on collaborative practices.

The paper proceeds as follows. An overview of wellness tourism in Kerala is pre-
sented in the next section, including a description of the complex network of stake-
holders involved in the provision of core, facilitating and supporting services that 
constitute the “augmented product” (Kotler et  al., 2017) for wellness tourism. In 
Sect. 3, the innovative contribution of this work as a meaningful form of develop-
ing collaborative practices with a strategic purpose is framed within the literature 
on branding studies, aimed at defining principles for a stakeholder-based branding 
strategy for Kerala. In Sect. 4, the conjoint analysis survey used to conduct the des-
tination audit of Kerala is explained, followed by a discussion of the survey results. 
Finally, the paper closes with a discussion of the policy and managerial implications 
of the study’s findings and opportunities for further research to define a common 
branding strategy and reinforce participatory ‘smart’ governance principles.

2  Literature review

Wellness practices and their associated travel motivations have very ancient roots 
(Steward, 2012; Walton, 2012). The emergence of modern forms of wellness tour-
ism, albeit often rooted in traditional practices, are based on contemporary trends 
in health care (Cohen and Bodeker, 2008). These contemporary trends include pre-
ventive, proactive and holistic behaviours intended to increase emotional, personal, 
physical and spiritual wellbeing. In a recent study, Smith and Diekmann (2017) syn-
thesised the main motivations of wellness tourists as pleasure and hedonism (fun, 
rest and relaxation), meaningful experiences (education and self-development) and 
community engagement (environmental-friendly consumption patterns or actions in 
support of local communities).
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Based on this synthesis, Romão et al. (2018) developed a framework for systema-
tising the resources, activities and entrepreneurial initiatives needed to develop well-
ness tourism in rural areas. The authors’ framework considered three spatial levels: 
the establishment (accommodation, food and beverages and diverse wellness ser-
vices), the destination (natural landscapes and cultural heritage) and the broader 
region (transport systems, alternative tourism attractions or urban areas). This 
framework is embraced in the current study, leading to the systematisation of local 
services and stakeholders.

Achieving a competitive position in the global wellness tourism industry depends 
on the uniqueness and differentiation of each wellness tourism experience (Chen 
et al., 2008; Huijbens, 2011). The development of wellness practices based on tra-
ditional aspects of local cultural heritage is linked to special characteristics; and, 
in addition, natural landscapes may support strategies for product differentiation. In 
the case of Kerala, which is predominantly a rural area with abundant and rich natu-
ral resources, traditional Ayurveda practices can constitute the core element of this 
type of strategic approach, complemented by other local resources to create a com-
petitive ‘augmented product’, deeply embedded in local resources and communities. 
However, the implementation of such a strategy for wellness tourism development 
implies strong coordination between different stakeholders (Page et al., 2017), rely-
ing on the same territorial resources (Kotler et al., 2017), which can be seen as a 
process of co-creation of tourism experiences (Binkhorst and Dekker, 2009).

To promote a destination with abundant local resources for wellness tourism in an 
international market, the region needs to develop a strong and recognisable brand. 
According to Blain et al. (2005), in general terms, a strong and recognisable brand 
should reflect and synthesise the main ideas and attributes defining an identity (from 
the point of view of producers) and an image of the services (from the perspective of 
consumers). A brand involves defining a name (or wordmark) and graphic symbols 
identifying and distinguishing the destination, which should create expectations of a 
memorable experience while reinforcing the emotional connection between tourists 
and destinations. However, Morrison (2019) suggests that the branding process is 
more related to the management of a destination’s reputation than to the creation of 
logos and slogans. The main objective of creating a brand identity is to promote a 
positive image differentiating the destination from its competitors, while increasing 
its awareness, recognition and memorability over time to potential visitors.

In contrast to branding by individual companies, the creation of brands for tour-
ism destinations implies the need for a large number and wide range of stakeholders 
to be involved (Ruiz-Real et al., 2020; Cox et al. 2014; Hosany et al., 2006; Hankin-
son, 2009). This diversity of stakeholders constrains their individual ability to influ-
ence the image and reputation of the destination as perceived by tourists (Govers 
et al., 2007). As the destination comprises different types of tourism services, the 
brand must be widely recognised and accepted by the stakeholders involved, which 
increases its complexity (Fyall and Garrod 2020). On the other hand, branding a 
territory implies an interactive process in which all stakeholders involved assume 
a common understanding and strategic purpose, which entails the co-creation of 
relevant and meaningful forms of communication between them (Blichfeldt, 2018). 
A destination brand that has evolved through co-creation is considered a source of 
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long-term competitive advantage for all stakeholders within the tourism ecosystem 
(Giannopoulos et al., 2021).

The advantages of stakeholder collaboration are well documented in the litera-
ture, generating different types of positive effects. Moscardo (2019) emphasises the 
contribution for capacity building with local communities arising from their involve-
ment in tourism planning processes, while Kotler et al. (2017) focuses on the “col-
laborative advantages” arising from the joint efforts of organised stakeholders, 
defining key characteristics for such a process as the independence of stakeholders, 
the emergence of solutions based on a constructive discussion of differences, joint 
ownership of the decisions, collective responsibility for the resulting decisions and 
actions, and collaboration is an emergent process. By assuming these characteris-
tics in the co-creative process developed in this work, we expect to contribute to 
the achievement of the potential benefits of stakeholder collaboration systematised 
by Bramwell and Lane (2000): mobilisation of knowledge from the involvement 
of many and diverse stakeholders facing similar problems and challenges, diffuse 
decision-making power and control, increasing responsibility for implementation 
and social acceptance of solutions, more constructive attitudes towards planning 
outcomes, potential inter-organisational learning and related innovation capabilities, 
better coordination in action and collective use of resources, and sensitivity to local 
circumstances.

In this context, Pike (2021) adapts the formulations proposed by Keller (2000) to 
propose several steps in the definition of a destination brand identity: identification 
of the brand community, a destination audit to identify the main sources of competi-
tive advantage, an analysis of the brand image, and the production of a brand charter 
for stakeholders. The present study focuses on the first two steps of this process: 
identification of the brand community (through an exhaustive list of the relevant 
stakeholders for the production of wellness services), followed by identification of 
the most important attributes associated with wellness tourism resources supporting 
a competitive strategy for destination differentiation in Kerala. Several techniques 
for performing a destination audit are identified in the literature (Pike, 2021), involv-
ing the evaluation of macro aspects (focusing on a broad context of tourism devel-
opment) or micro aspects (focusing on the organisation). These techniques include 
STEEPL analysis (oriented to the identification of possible opportunities and threats 
in the macro environment), SWOT analysis (combining internal and external fac-
tors influencing the development of tourism destinations), and the VRIO resource 
model (focusing on the resources of the destination as potential sources of competi-
tive advantage).

The present study employs a methodology inspired by the VRIO model. Under the 
realistic assumption that wellness tourism currently benefits from a highly favour-
able external context with increasing market opportunities—i.e. India is already a 
well-recognised tourism destination—the analysis will focus on the resources of the 
region of Kerala. The set of resources to be evaluated and analysed was initially 
defined taking into consideration the major motivation of wellness travellers identi-
fied in the literature (Chen et al. 2008; Smith and Diekman, 2017), the related clas-
sification of territorial resources proposed by Romão et al. (2018) and their potential 
contribution of the differentiation of wellness destinations, as suggested by Huijbens 
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(2011). Moreover, the adequacy of this set of resources would be confirmed through 
a detailed expert assessment before the distribution of the survey to local stakehold-
ers. Collaboration between a destination’s various stakeholders is a useful strategy 
for achieving its tourism potential (Fyall et al., 2012). Involving local stakeholders 
in the implementation of destination branding strategies has been tested in several 
places (Eugenio-Vela et  al., 2020; García et  al., 2012), with important limitations 
having been observed for the relationship between differentiation strategies, stake-
holder involvement and destination management, as discussed by Blain et al. (2005).

A major original contribution of the present study is the utilisation of digital tech-
nologies for the implementation of a participatory methodology, involving a rep-
resentative and large sample of relevant stakeholders, thereby generating clear and 
meaningful results. The objective is to combine a macro-approach (identifying the 
most relevant resources to support a strategy of differentiation for wellness tour-
ism markets) with a micro-approach (how can these resources be efficiently used 
by the organisations involved) that can be used to mobilise the local stakeholders 
for a common strategic approach to wellness tourism branding. An online survey 
implementing conjoint analysis was implemented incorporating the potentially most 
relevant resources (as identified in the literature) with attributes for differentiat-
ing between them (defined by expert assessment) and involving experts in trading 
off resources based on the multiple attributes. Such a process based on the expert 
judgement has been adopted in previous tourism studies (Crouch, 2011; Moutinho 
et  al., 1996). Digital (online) technologies can stimulate interaction and coopera-
tion between stakeholders in new forms of destination management and governance 
(Sigala and Marinidis, 2012), offering relevant and meaningful results (Blichfeldt, 
2018), while contributing to the implementation of governance models in accord-
ance with the principles proposed for the emergence of smart tourism destinations 
(Boes et al., 2016).

3  Research setting

Kerala, a south-western state of the Republic of India, is lined with 600 km of sandy 
beaches bordering the Arabian Sea on one side and spice, tea and rubber plantations 
and the Western Ghats’ forests on the other side. With its “God’s Own Country” 
super brand, Kerala is an important tourism destination in India and a major hub of 
Ayurveda-based wellness services.

Rated by a BBC travel survey as the most preferred tourist destination among 
foreign travellers (IBEF 2018) and branded as the “Land of Ayurveda”, Kerala has 
been promoted as a truly authentic place of wellness tourism (Global Wellness Insti-
tute, 2019). Outlook Traveller magazine judged Kerala as India’s best wellness des-
tination because of its Ayurveda and traditional holistic healing processes (Depart-
ment of Tourism, Kerala, 2020). Kerala uses wellness tourism to differentiate itself 
from other states in India (Bandyopadhyaya and Nair, 2019), offering wellness pack-
ages with new-age Ayurveda combined with a pleasant holiday under the palm trees 
(Kannan and Frenz, 2019).
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In 2018, more than 1.09 million foreign tourists and 15.60 million domes-
tic tourists visited Kerala, an increase of 0.42% and 6.35% respectively relative to 
2017 (Kerala Tourism Statistics, 2018). Overall, the state recorded a 6% increase 
in tourist arrivals in 2018 – despite having been affected by a Nipah virus scare 
and flooding (The Hindu, 2019). Total revenue (direct and indirect) from tourism 
in 2018 was US$5299.33 million, an annual increase of 8.61%, with US$1252.06 
million of foreign exchange earnings, an annual increase of 4.44% (Kerala Tourism 
Statistics, 2019). Ayurveda, a traditional Indian system of medicine, is a unique sell-
ing proposition for Kerala as a wellness tourism destination. Supported by a large 
number of Ayurveda wellness centres spread across the state, the most commonly 
offered Ayurveda wellness services are detoxification, rejuvenation, weight loss, 
stress relief, anti-aging and skin and hair care (Ramesh and Kurian, 2012). Ayurveda 
is also used to treat back pain, arthritis, asthma, diabetes, neurological disorders and 
other lifestyle-related diseases.

These wellness services are mostly offered by Ayurveda hospitals and Wellness, 
massage, spa and therapeutic centres attached to hotels, resorts and standalone Ayur-
veda centres. The scale of operation ranges from two-bed Ayurveda massage centres 
to sophisticated Ayurveda hospitals with up to 360 beds offering speciality Ayur-
veda care for eye, arthritis, skincare, mental health and obesity-related ailments. 
Condé Nast Traveller, a renowned international travel magazine, identified some 
of Kerala’s best Ayurveda centres and brands (Kumari, 2017), including Kottak-
kal Arya Vaidysala, Vidya Ratnam, Sarovaram, Somatheeram, Kairali, Perumbayil 
and Athreya. As well as the Ayurveda system of medicine, Naturopathy, Siddha and 
Unani also contribute to Kerala’s wellness infrastructure (Ministry of Health and 
Family Welfare, 2014). Data on the availability of these four types of wellness ser-
vices are presented in Table 1.

To encourage quality standards and uniformity, the Indian Government’s 
Department of Tourism introduced an accreditation system whereby accredited 
wellness centres are classified into two categories: Green Leaf or Olive Leaf 
(DeMicco, 2017). Green Leaf centres focus on luxury, hospitality, customer expe-
rience, and treatment outcomes, whereas Olive Leaf centres are expected to ful-
fil minimum-prescribed quality and service standards. Wellness centres have to 
go for reaccreditation every five years. In 2019, the Government of Kerala intro-
duced a new accreditation system for wellness centres with three categories: Ayur 
Silver, Ayur Gold or Ayur Diamond. Ayur Silver-rated centres ensure minimum 

Table 1  Wellness infrastructure 
in Kerala

Source: Ministry of AYUSH, Government of India

System of medicine Hospitals Beds Registered 
practition-
ers

Ayurveda 126 4037 16,639
Naturopathy 240 – –
Siddha 2 170 1401
Unani – – 70
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standards are met, and, at the other extreme, Ayur Diamond-rated centres prom-
ise top-end wellness-service infrastructure and luxury customer experiences. All 
classified Ayurvedic wellness centres are required to append the term “Kerala 
Tourism Ayurveda Centre’ to their name on brochures, signage and communica-
tions (Hindu, 2019). The number of accredited wellness centres in Kerala’s dis-
tricts (Department of Tourism, Kerala, 2019) is reported in Table 2. In addition, 
more than a thousand wellness centres are not accredited. The data in the table 
reveal that accredited Ayurveda wellness centres are unevenly distributed: 80% of 
the centres are located across just five of Kerala’s districts.

Kerala—India’s tourism super brand—is perceived by researchers, branding 
professionals and wellness service providers to aspire to being an international 
wellness brand (Ravisankar, 2018). Unfortunately, however, many observers 
consider that Kerala’s “God’s Own Country” brand has lost some of its vigour, 
charm, and magnificence to attract international travellers from around the world. 
Strategic weaknesses include the absence of unified branding by stakeholders, the 
lack of harmonised efforts to promote the state as a world-class wellness desti-
nation and an inability to project the complementary nature of Ayurveda with 
Allopathy treatments (Thornton, 2015; Ravisankar, 2018). Therefore, it is time to 
reinvigorate Kerala’s branding strategy via a participatory process. Furthermore, 
creating synergies among all tourism and health care service providers is key to 
Kerala becoming a global leader (Thornton, 2015).

4  Methods

Supported by a detailed overview of the resources and stakeholders involved in 
wellness tourism services centred on Ayurveda, this work adopts an exploratory 
approach for destination audit in Kerala, based on a participatory process involving 

Table 2  Number of Ayurveda 
wellness centres in Kerala’s 
districts

Source: Kerala Tourism Statistics (2018)

District Number

Thiruvananthapuram 25
Pathanamthitta 17
Thrissur 16
Kottayam 13
Kollam 11
Kasaragod 8
Kannur 8
Wayanad 7
Alappuzha 6
Palakkad 5
Ernakulum 5
Malappuram 4
Kozhikode 4
Idukki 1
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a large number of local stakeholders via a conjoint analysis (Green and Srinivasan, 
1978) supported by digital technologies. By analysing and prioritising crucial 
resources to redefine potential core and facilitating products (Kotler et  al., 2017), 
such a participatory process enables a more accurate identification of Kerala’s com-
petitive advantages, along with the potential to mobilise the community of local 
stakeholders for the common strategic purpose of promoting the development of 
wellness tourism. When there is no legal requirement for a common brand to be 
used for a destination, this mobilisation may contribute to a generalised adoption by 
individual stakeholders, which depends on common territorial resources and may 
achieve better results via collaboration than working individually (Fyall et al., 2019; 
Mason, 2019). By involving the brand community via a conjoint analysis, a more 
precise, informed and representative assessment of the relevant resources and their 
attributes for the evaluation of their commercial potential can be achieved (Munro 
et  al., 2006). The participatory process for identifying the brand community, the 
attribute and their weights and applying them to rank Kerala’s five most important 
wellness tourism resources is summarised in Fig. 1.

This participatory process is also expected to reinforce the social capital and 
involvement of the local community with the development of the brand, and may 
contribute to improving the level of organisation of retreat operators, which, as 
observed by Kelly (2010), appears to be less structured than spa-oriented services 
within the wellness tourism industry. Though this research provides a solid back-
ground for the implementation of the next steps for a branding strategy proposed by 
Pike (2021), an analysis of the brand image (Souiden et al., 2017) may constitute a 
next stage before the production of a brand charter for local stakeholders.

Conjoint analysis—also known as choice modelling or discrete choice experi-
ments (McFadden, 1974)—is a widely used technique for marketing research 
and social science research (depending on the area of application) for finding out 
what people care about when making choices involving trade-offs between the 
alternatives of interest.  In the present context, local stakeholders were surveyed to 
discover the relative importance of various ‘high-level’ attributes associated with 
Kerala wellness tourism resources for differentiating Kerala as a wellness tourism 
destination to compete in international markets. These attributes associated with 
Kerala wellness tourism resources for differentiating Kerala as a wellness tour-
ism destination were determined in consultation with a sub-group of stakeholders 
accessed through the fourth and fifth authors’ professional and personal networks. 
Because the weights on the attributes, representing their relative importance to 
stakeholders—often referred to as ‘part-worth utilities’ in the conjoint analysis 
literature—are to be determined using an online survey (explained below), the 
attributes, and the levels within each attribute, need to be specified concisely 
using language that most survey participants would be likely to understand. The 
final specification of the attributes and levels was validated and refined in consul-
tations with the sub-group of stakeholders and the survey was pilot-tested before 
being implemented in full. The six attributes (and their levels) are presented in 
Table 3.

The conjoint analysis survey was implemented using 1000minds software (www. 
1000m inds. com), which implements the PAPRIKA method – an acronym for 

http://www.1000minds.com
http://www.1000minds.com
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Potentially All Pairwise RanKings of all possible Alternatives (Hansen and Ombler, 
2008). The software and method have been used in a wide range of business-related 
areas; recent examples include measuring businesses’ reputations (Whiting et  al., 
2017), transport infrastructure planning (Miller and Gransberg, 2017), marketing 
research (Mirosa et  al., 2020; Parsad et  al., 2019) and for understanding wellness 
tourism in Japan (Romão et al., 2018).

In the present context, the PAPRIKA method involves survey participants being 
asked to pairwise rank two hypothetical Kerala wellness tourism resources, defined 
on two attributes at a time, in terms of which resource is more important for differ-
entiating Kerala as a wellness tourism destination to compete in international mar-
kets. Each choice requires the participant to confront a trade-off between the two 
attributes included for the pair of wellness tourism resources (where the four other 
attributes are, in effect, assumed to be the same for both resources). An example of a 
pairwise-ranking question appears in Fig. 2.

Such questions (always involving a trade-off between the attributes, two at a time) 
are repeated with different pairs of hypothetical Kerala wellness tourism resources. 
Each time the participant answers a question—i.e. ranks a pair of resources (includ-
ing potentially ranking them equally)—all other pairs of resources that could be 

Fig. 1  Identification of brand community and resources
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pairwise ranked by applying the logical property of transitivity are identified and 
eliminated by the software. For example, if a person prefers wellness tourism 
resource X to resource Y and Y to Z, then—by transitivity—X is also preferred to Z 
(and so is not asked about by the software). Also, each time a person answers a ques-
tion, based on all preceding answers, PAPRIKA adapts with respect to choosing the 
next question (always one whose answer is not implied by earlier answers). Thus, 
PAPRIKA is a type of adaptive conjoint analysis. This adaptivity combined with 
the above-mentioned elimination procedure based on transitivity results in the num-
ber of questions a participant is asked being minimised while ensuring they end up 

Table 3  Attributes and levels for 
the conjoint analysis survey

Attribute Levels

Ability to integrate into wellness tourism packages Difficult
Medium
Easy

Attractiveness for wellness tourists Low
Medium
High

Fits with strategic priorities of the organisation Low
Medium
High

Perceived quality of the resource Low
Medium
High

Possibility of being used in a short time Low
Medium
High

Cost-effectiveness Low
Medium
High

Fig. 2  Example of a pairwise-ranking question (screenshot from 1000 minds software)
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having pairwise ranked all possible hypothetical Kerala wellness tourism resources 
defined on two attributes at a time, either explicitly or implicitly (by transitivity).

From the participant’s explicit pairwise rankings (i.e. answers to the questions) 
the software uses quantitative methods to derive weights (‘part-worth utilities’) for 
the levels on each attribute; for technical details, see Hansen and Ombler (2008). As 
well as weights for each participant, these individual outputs are averaged across 
all participants to derive mean weights for the sample as a whole. The quality of 
participants’ answers to the pairwise-ranking questions was assessed in several ways 
by the 1000minds software, with the objective of identifying and excluding ‘low 
quality’ data from the final dataset. The consistency of each participant’s choices 
was tested by repeating two previously answered pairwise-ranking questions at the 
end of the survey. Also, the time each participant took to answer each question was 
recorded. Participants who answered both repeated questions inconsistently and/or 
answered their questions implausibly quickly (median time of less than three sec-
onds per question) were excluded from the final dataset.

Finally, the mean weights were applied to ratings produced by local stakehold-
ers of Kerala’s five most important wellness tourism resources—wellness services, 
natural attractions, cultural resources, local gastronomy and handicrafts and recrea-
tional and recreational activities—to produce a ‘total score’ for each resource. The 
aim of this process is to rank the resources, based on their total scores, in terms of 
their overall importance for differentiating Kerala as a wellness tourism destination, 
to compete in international markets.

5  Results

5.1  Survey participants

The conjoint analysis survey was completed by 263 people, including service pro-
viders from the wellness, hospitality and tourism industries and tourism planners 
in the private and government sectors. Seventy participants were excluded because 
they failed the data quality checks: 38 answered both repeated questions inconsist-
ently and/or 32 answered their questions implausibly quickly. Thus, the final dataset 
comprised 193 participants. These participants answered 28 questions each on aver-
age (mean), taking most of them 5–10  min in total. Of the 193 participants, 115 
(60%) were male and 78 (40%) female; 62 (32%) were aged 18–24, 39 (44%) aged 
25–45, and 3 (24%) older than 45. With respect to their sector, 61 (32%) people 
worked in hospitality services, 52 (27%) were wellness service providers, 31 (16%) 
provided tourism-related services and 25 (13%) were in tourism-related institutions 
of both state and central government. With respect to their education, 74 (38%) had 
bachelor degrees, 89 (46%) had master degrees and 30 (16%) had either matricula-
tion or a diploma.
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5.2  Attribute weights and relative importance

The mean weights of the six attributes and their levels, representing their relative 
importance to participants on average, are reported in Table 4. The relative impor-
tance of the six attributes is also represented in the radar chart in Fig. 3.

As can be seen in the table and figure, on average the most important attribute 
in terms of resources for differentiating Kerala as a wellness tourism destination to 
compete in international markets is ‘Fits with strategic priorities of the organisa-
tion’ (22% relative importance). The second-most important attribute is ‘Ability to 
integrate into wellness tourism packages’ (18%), followed by ‘Attractiveness for 
wellness tourists’ (17.3%), ‘Perceived quality of the resource’ (15.2%) and ‘Cost-
effectiveness’ (14.1%). The least important attribute is ‘Possibility of being used in a 
short time’ (13.5%).

Based on each participant’s set of weights and their corresponding ranking of the 
six attributes, the proportions of the 193 participants who ranked the attributes first 
to sixth are reported in Table 5.

5.3  Ranking of Kerala’s wellness tourism resources

The rating of Kerala’s five most important wellness tourism resources by local stake-
holders, their total scores (out of a maximum of 100%) from applying the mean weights 
(Table  4) to the ratings and their ranking are reported in Table  6. The top-ranked 
resource is wellness services, achieving the maximum possible score of 100% due to 

Table 4  Attributes and mean weights (in decreasing order of importance)

Bolded values sum to one (100%) and represent the relative importance of the attributes overall

Attribute Levels Weight (means)

Fits with strategic priorities of the organisation Low 0%
Medium
High

8.2%
22.0%

Ability to integrate into wellness tourism packages Low
Medium
High

0.0%
9.8%
18.0%

Attractiveness for wellness tourists Low
Medium
High

0.0%
9.5%
17.3%

Perceived quality of the resource Low
Medium
High

0.0%
8.6%
15.2%

Cost-effectiveness Low
Medium
High

0.0%
7.7%
14.1%

Possibility of being used in a short time Difficult
Medium
Easy

0.0%
7.6%
13.5%
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its high rating on each of the six attributes, followed by natural attractions. Cultural 
resources, local gastronomy and handicrafts and leisure and recreational activities are 
ranked third, fourth and fifth respectively.

Fig. 3  Radar chart representing the relative importance of the attributes

Table 5  Proportion of participants (n = 193) ranking each attribute

For each attribute, the rows do not sum to 100% because of rounding errors

Attribute Rank

1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 6th

Fits with strategic priorities of the organization 48% 11% 11% 12% 10% 7%
Ability to integrate in wellness tourism packages 17% 27% 17% 24% 8% 6%
Attractiveness for wellness tourists 21% 15% 12% 30% 10% 12%
Perceived quality of the resource 5% 14% 22% 40% 10% 9%
Cost-effectiveness 8% 10% 12% 36% 18% 17%
Possibility of being used in a short time 3% 9% 19% 37% 15% 17%
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6  Discussion and conclusions

The branding of tourism destinations is important as  it differentiation and helps 
in sustaining competitive advantages (Morrison, 2019). Whereas the creation of 
branding strategies for a firm’s products typically involves just a few individu-
als, destination branding is a more complex activity that requires the involve-
ment of a large number and wide range of stakeholders in a systematic process 
of co-creation (Binkhorst and Dekker, 2009). The complexity intrinsic to desti-
nation branding mainly arises due to a general shortage of mechanisms to iden-
tify and integrate the various stakeholders. A community participatory process is 
vital when creating a destination branding strategy because it reduces the nega-
tive environmental and social consequences of tourism development (Hankinson, 
2009; Cooper and Hall, 2008; Hosany et  al., 2006). Destination branding per-
formed behind closed-doors is useless at reaching out to the brand community, 
and it usually unsuccessful (Baker, 2007).

The primary objective of this research was to implement a stakeholder-based 
participatory method for destination branding. Policy-makers, tour operators, travel 
agents, members of hospitality institutions, tourism-related entrepreneurs and well-
ness service providers were involved in the community participatory process to 
identify the most relevant tourism resources with respect to their strategic capabili-
ties (Fyall et  al., 2019). A spatial level framework for wellness tourism proposed 
by Romão et  al. (2018) was adopted to identify the stakeholders and destination 
resources. Via a conjoint analysis survey, stakeholders were involved in prioritising 
the resources to be emphasised in branding Kerala as a wellness destination. Even 
though this case study does not propose a new conceptual or theoretical development 
for the definition of branding strategies, we create the conditions to support a process 
of collective decision with a rigorous and relevant theoretical framework. By achiev-
ing clear, meaningful and original results, expressing the unique point of view of the 
local community regarding their priorities for the implementation of a branding strat-
egy, our work allows for the replication of similar methodologies in other contexts.

The conjoint analysis survey revealed that a resource’s fit with the organisa-
tion’s strategic priorities is the most important attribute for differentiating Kerala 
as a wellness tourism destination, followed by the ability to integrate into wellness 
tourism packages and the attractiveness for wellness tourists while deciding on the 
resources. Correspondingly, natural resources are perceived as the most important 
territorial assets to complement wellness tourism services, followed by cultural her-
itage. Once these features have been identified by the relevant stakeholders operat-
ing in the market, the utilisation of these territorial features is to differentiate Kerala 
as a wellness destination in a credible, plausible and deliverable way (as defined by 
Page and Cornell, 2020). As such, further developments of this analysis may lead to 
the subsequent stages of a branding process, by using these preferences to support 
the creation of a brand image and a brand charter for local stakeholders (Pike, 2021).

Globally, destinations that aim to position themselves as wellness destinations 
have to develop a holistic wellness model that integrates health, wellbeing and 
supporting services (Kazakov and Oyner, 2021). Kerala, with its unique natural 
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resources, local culture and wellness resources such as Ayurveda, is capable of 
delivering a memorable experience to wellness tourists. Therefore, destination 
marketers in Kerala, in their effort to brand the state as a wellness destination, 
need to emphasise natural resources followed by wellness and other resources at 
the centre of their marketing communications. A destination’s uniqueness and 
differentiation are key to achieving competitive positioning—and so Kerala needs 
to package its tourism offerings by combining traditional wellness practices, 
including Ayurveda as a core element, along with natural resources and cultural 
heritage. Destination marketers need to emphasise these elements to strengthen 
Kerala’s brand as a wellness tourism destination.

The relevant, clear and meaningful results achieved (Blichfeldt, 2018) through 
a co-creation process reveal the adequacy of the online tools and methodologies 
implemented for this participatory strategic assessment. As a first contribution, this 
research reveals a process for identifying and involving multiple stakeholders and 
integrating them as a brand community using a spatial framework. This research 
may contribute to paving the way for the development of other collaborative prac-
tices in the future and to the consolidation of governance mechanisms consistent 
with the principles of smart tourism development (Boes et al., 2016).

Second, the study confirms the supportive role of technology in involving the 
brand community. A cost-effective online survey tool was utilised to enhance stake-
holders’ participation in destination branding, allowing for the mobilisation of a 
large and diverse set of local stakeholders, while effectively integrating their indi-
vidual perspectives to achieve a common, objective, relevant and meaningful result. 
This process reveals a good level of competencies of the local stakeholders for the 
utilisation of digital tools in data management and analytics (as defined by Busulwa 
et al., 2021), while reinforcing the mechanisms for their active participation in tour-
ism planning and management (Racherla et al., 2008) and the “soft infrastructure” 
of a “learning region” (Benckendorff et al., 2019).

Third, the study extends prior works on the significance of destination resources 
and its strategic capabilities as perceived by stakeholders. The study also reveals the 
stakeholders’ priorities in selecting resources for destination branding. From a meth-
odological point of view, the study confirmed the relevance of the conjoint analysis for 
this type of application involving diverse individual perspectives about different alter-
natives and related trade-offs. Moreover, the study revealed that the PAPRIKA method 
(implemented by 1000minds software) can be a powerful tool for the effective integra-
tion and assessment of these different perspectives due to its simplicity and intuitive-
ness to users, which is enhanced by the effectiveness of the associated online platform.

Though this research successfully demonstrated how to go about a stakeholder-
based participatory destination branding exercise, it has several potential limitations. 
The data were collected from stakeholders who are recognised by the local govern-
ment tourism board, which may limit the generalisability of the findings as there are 
also many small and family-owned wellness service providers in Kerala. The strate-
gic capabilities of resources were determined a priori using expert opinions before 
the conjoint analysis survey; focus groups or qualitative interviews and discussions 
with different stakeholders may have revealed different perspectives on the strate-
gic capabilities of tourism resources. As this study only considers the identification 
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of a brand community and a destination audit to identify the source of competitive 
advantage, future studies could consider the analysis of brand image and the pro-
duction of a brand charter for stakeholders. Notwithstanding these limitations, this 
explorative research work contributes to a better understanding of stakeholder-based 
participatory methods for destination branding. In the process, the co-creation meth-
odology contributes to the reinforcement of ties between different stakeholders and 
local social capital, thereby opening up opportunities for further implementation of 
new collaborative strategic processes in tourism planning and management.
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