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Abstract

Tourism has become a critical driver of economic growth, cultural exchange,
and community development, yet Taraba State, despite its rich natural and
cultural resources, remains one of Nigeria’s least promoted tourist destinations.
This conceptual paper examines how public relations (PR) can be reimagined
as a strategic instrument for advancing tourism promotion in Taraba State.
Drawing on Strategic Communication Theory and Destination Image Theory,
it develops a conceptual model that integrates four interrelated components:
strategic communication, destination branding, stakeholder engagement, and
integrated media application. Through a synthesis of literature on tourism
communication, destination branding, and stakeholder collaboration, the paper
argues that effective PR extends beyond mere publicity to strategically shape
perceptions, reinforce destination identity, and cultivate sustainable
relationships among key stakeholders. It further highlights how coordinated
PR strategies, supported by integrated media that combine traditional and
digital platforms, can enhance destination visibility, foster two-way
communication, and sustain audience engagement, thereby positioning Taraba
as a recognised and competitive tourism hub. The paper concludes that
institutionalising tourism communication policy, strengthening public—private
partnerships, and implementing sustainable, culturally grounded PR campaigns
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are essential for repositioning Taraba’s tourism sector, and that the proposed,
theoretically grounded framework tailored to the Nigerian context contributes
to scholarly and practical debates on the role of public relations in tourism
development in emerging destinations.

Keywords: Public Relations; Tourism Promotion; Taraba State; Destination
Branding; Strategic Communication; Stakeholder Engagement; Integrated
Media

Introduction

Tourism is more than leisure; it is a critical driver of economic growth, cultural
exchange, and social development (UNWTO, 2022). Globally, countries have leveraged
tourism to boost income, create jobs, and promote cultural heritage (Smith & Xiao, 2019).
In Nigeria, tourism contributes significantly to the economy, yet its full potential remains
untapped (Adebayo, 2023). Some states attract attention with relative ease, but others, like
Taraba State, remain largely overlooked despite abundant natural and cultural resources
(Bassey, 2015). Taraba boasts mountains, waterfalls, wildlife reserves, and vibrant cultural
festivals. However, awareness of these attractions among domestic and international

audiences is minimal (Ngo et al., 2019).

One major reason for this underdevelopment is poor communication and limited
strategic promotion. Public relations (PR) campaigns provide a solution. They can craft
compelling narratives, shape public perception, and engage communities and external
audiences (Wilcox & Cameron, 2020). PR is not just about issuing press releases or posting
on social media; it involves strategic storytelling, image management, and reputation
building (Cutlip et al., 2019). When applied effectively, PR can build a strong destination

brand and influence tourist behaviour (Campos et al., 2018).

Destination branding, an essential component of tourism PR, emphasises
uniqueness and differentiation (Pike & Page, 2014). By highlighting the distinctive features
of Taraba State, its landscapes, festivals, and cultural heritage, PR campaigns can create a
memorable image for potential tourists (Morgan et al., 2019). A well-structured branding
strategy integrates stakeholder perspectives, ensuring local communities benefit from

tourism while contributing authentic experiences (Ngo et al., 2019).
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Stakeholder engagement is critical to the success of tourism PR campaigns (Fyall &
Garrod, 2020). Government agencies, tourism boards, local businesses, and communities
must collaborate to promote destinations effectively. Without collaboration, PR campaigns
risk being fragmented and ineffective (Adebayo, 2023). Integrated marketing
communication (IMC) complements PR by ensuring messaging is consistent across
traditional media, digital platforms, and community outreach (Kitchen & Burgmann, 2015).
IMC enhances audience reach and fosters credibility, which is crucial in emerging

destinations like Taraba.

Despite its promise, PR in Nigerian tourism faces challenges. Infrastructure
deficits, limited digital literacy, and fragmented promotion strategies reduce campaign
effectiveness (Akinade & Adekunle, 2021). Cultural misunderstandings and a lack of local
engagement further weaken PR outcomes (Bassey, 2015). Addressing these challenges
requires a theoretically grounded approach to designing campaigns that are culturally

sensitive, inclusive, and strategically targeted (Smith & Xiao, 2019).

This conceptual paper seeks to explore the theoretical underpinnings of PR in
tourism promotion. By critically analysing existing frameworks in destination branding,
stakeholder engagement, and strategic communication, it proposes a model for effective

PR campaigns in Taraba State.
Conceptual Clarification

To build a clear understanding of how public relations can enhance tourism in Taraba

State, it is essential to clarify the key concepts that underpin this study. These concepts are:

Public Relations: Public relations is a strategic communication process that builds
relationships between organisations and their publics to shape perceptions, influence
behaviour, and achieve long-term objectives (Cutlip, Centre, & Broom, 2019). In tourism,
PR goes beyond press releases or social media posts; it involves crafting compelling
narratives about a destination’s attractions, cultural heritage, and experiences to engage
potential visitors (Wilcox & Cameron, 2020). For Taraba State, PR campaigns can
reposition the state from an overlooked region to a distinctive tourist destination by

communicating its natural and cultural assets effectively.

Tourism Promotion: Tourism promotion refers to deliberate efforts to increase
awareness, interest, and visitation to a location (Pike & Page, 2014). This includes

marketing strategies, media campaigns, and public engagement activities designed to
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showcase a destination’s unique offerings. In the Nigerian context, tourism promotion is
often fragmented, with limited integration between government agencies, tourism boards,
and local stakeholders. Strengthening this framework through strategic PR can help

emerging destinations like Taraba gain visibility both nationally and internationally.

Destination Branding: Destination branding is the process of creating a
memorable and distinctive identity for a location to differentiate it from competing
destinations (Morgan, Pritchard, & Pride, 2019). A strong brand highlights a destination’s
unique selling points—natural landscapes, festivals, heritage sites—and communicates
them consistently to target audiences (Campos et al., 2018). For Taraba State, features such
as the Mambilla Plateau, Gashaka-Gumti National Park, and cultural festivals can form the
core of a branding strategy that strengthens the state’s tourism image and attracts diverse

visitor segments.

Stakeholder Engagement: Effective tourism PR requires collaboration among
multiple stakeholders, including government agencies, tourism boards, private businesses,
local communities, and media organisations (Fyall & Garrod, 2020). Engaging stakeholders
ensures that PR campaigns are contextually appropriate, culturally sensitive, and mutually
beneficial. Local community involvement is particularly critical in emerging destinations
like Taraba, as it fosters authentic visitor experiences while supporting socio-economic

development.

Integrated Communication: Integrated marketing and communication (IMC)
ensures consistency of messages across traditional media, digital platforms, and community
engagement initiatives (Kitchen & Burgmann, 2015). In tourism PR, IMC amplifies
campaign reach, builds credibility, and reinforces the destination’s brand. For Taraba State,
combining social media storytelling, press coverage, and local festival promotions can

create a coherent image that resonates with potential tourists.
Theoretical Framework

Tourism promotion through public relations relies on understanding how
communication shapes perceptions and influences behaviour. This study adopts two key

theories to guide the design of PR campaigns for Taraba State.

Strategic Communication Theory: Strategic communication theory emphasises
deliberate, purposeful messaging aimed at achieving specific goals (Smith & Xiao, 2019). In

tourism, this means carefully crafting messages that influence how potential visitors

1955 Asian Journal of Science, Technology, Engineering, and Art




Sarah Gambo & Mercy Danjuma

perceive a destination, encouraging interest and visitation. For Taraba State, strategic
communication provides a framework for planning PR campaigns that are research-driven,
audience-focused, and capable of highlighting the state’s unique cultural and natural

attractions, such as the Mambilla Plateau and Gashaka-Gumti National Park.

Destination Image Theory: Destination image theory explains that tourists’
perceptions are shaped by cognitive (knowledge), affective (feelings), and conative
(behavioural intentions) dimensions (Baloglu & McCleary, 1999). PR campaigns play a
critical role in shaping these perceptions by presenting accurate, engaging, and attractive
representations of a destination. Applying this theory to Taraba State, effective PR
strategies can enhance positive perceptions, strengthen the destination’s brand, and

motivate both domestic and international tourists to visit.

By combining these two theories, PR campaigns can be designed to both
strategically communicate the unique offerings of Taraba State and influence how potential
tourists perceive the destination. Strategic communication ensures that messages are
purposeful and targeted, while destination image theory guides the shaping of perceptions
that drive visitation and engagement. Together, these frameworks provide a solid
theoretical foundation for developing effective PR strategies for emerging tourist

destinations.

Review of Related Literature

Public relations (PR) has become a central instrument in modern tourism
promotion, serving as a bridge between destinations and their target audiences. A growing
body of research underscores the role of PR in shaping destination image, managing
reputation, and fostering stakeholder collaboration in tourism development (Avraham &
Ketter, 2017; Fyall & Garrod, 2020). The literature can be reviewed along four key thematic
areas relevant to this study: the role of PR in tourism promotion, destination branding and
image management, stakeholder collaboration in destination promotion, and the integration

of digital and traditional media strategies.
Public Relations and Tourism Promotion

Tourism thrives on perception, and PR is the discipline most directly concerned

with influencing perception through strategic communication. Scholars such as Wilcox and
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Cameron (2020) describe PR as a tool for managing relationships and building mutually
beneficial interactions between organisations and their publics. In tourism, PR activities
include crafting narratives that highlight the unique experiences a destination offers,
organising press trips, issuing feature stories, and managing crisis communication

(Buhmann & Ingenhoff, 2015).

Empirical studies show that effective PR strategies contribute to increased tourist
inflows, improved stakeholder trust, and stronger destination visibility (Garcia et al., 2019).
In developing contexts such as Nigeria, PR is essential for correcting misperceptions and
projecting positive national and regional identities (Adebayo, 2023). However, limited
strategic investment and coordination in tourism communication have constrained its
effectiveness (Bassey, 2015). Scholars argue that to maximise impact, PR campaigns must

be research-driven, audience-centred, and culturally sensitive (Campos et al., 2018).
Destination Branding and Image Management

Destination branding is closely aligned with PR because both disciplines focus on
managing perceptions and promoting favourable images (Morgan et al., 2019). Pike and
Page (2014) define destination branding as the deliberate process of developing a
distinctive and appealing identity that differentiates one destination from others. Through
storytelling, symbolism, and visual identity, PR campaigns help construct emotional and

cognitive associations that define a destination’s image (Baloglu & McCleary, 1999).

In the context of emerging destinations such as Taraba State, destination branding
can leverage natural and cultural assets, such as the Mambilla Plateau, Gashaka-Gumti
National Park, and local festivals, to project a unified image that resonates with both
domestic and international tourists. Empirical works by Ngo et al. (2019) and Campos et al.
(2018) affirm that consistent destination branding improves awareness, enhances
competitiveness, and builds loyalty among visitors. Thus, branding through PR is not only

about promotion but also about constructing meaning and identity for a place.
Stakeholder Collaboration and Community Involvement

Tourism promotion is inherently multi-stakeholder. It involves collaboration
between government bodies, tourism boards, local communities, businesses, and the media.
Fyall and Garrod (2020) emphasise that stakeholder engagement is critical to the success of
PR initiatives, as it fosters shared ownership and ensures campaigns reflect the authentic

character of a destination.
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In Nigeria, studies by Akinade and Adekunle (2021) show that the absence of
structured partnerships between public and private actors limits the effectiveness of
tourism campaigns. Community participation enhances authenticity, sustains cultural
heritage, and ensures that tourism contributes to local development. Thus, integrating
community voices into PR planning not only enriches content but also builds social capital
and trust (Smith & Xiao, 2019). For Taraba State, collaborative stakeholder engagement
could transform fragmented promotion efforts into cohesive, sustainable campaigns that

benefit all actors.
Digital Media and Integrated Communication

The evolution of digital technology has transformed tourism promotion.
Traditional publicity methods, such as brochures, travel fairs, and press coverage, are now
complemented by digital storytelling through social media, websites, and influencer
marketing (Sigala, 2018). Integrated marketing communication (IMC) theory emphasises
harmonising all promotional efforts to deliver a consistent message (Kitchen & Burgmann,

2015).

Studies reveal that destinations that integrate digital PR with traditional
communication channels achieve greater brand visibility and credibility (Avraham & Ketter,
2017). For emerging destinations like Taraba State, social media platforms such as
Instagram, YouTube, and TikTok provide cost-effective tools for visual storytelling and
audience engagement. When strategically aligned with government policies and media
campaigns, digital PR can overcome geographical limitations and attract global attention to

remote destinations.

While substantial research has examined the intersection of PR and tourism
globally, limited scholarly attention has been given to subnational or state-level applications
within Nigeria. Few studies provide context-specific frameworks for using PR as a strategic
tool in tourism development (Adebayo, 2023; Bassey, 2015). Moreover, empirical analyses
often overlook how traditional and digital communication strategies can be integrated to
enhance destination visibility in under-promoted regions like Taraba. This gap highlights
the need for a conceptual model tailored to the Nigerian context, emphasising strategic

communication, stakeholder collaboration, and destination branding.
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Conceptual Model and Discussion

Public relations serves as both a communication strategy and a developmental tool
in tourism promotion. Drawing from the Strategic Communication Theory and
Destination Image Theory, this paper proposes a conceptual model that explains how PR
campaigns can strategically enhance Taraba State’s tourism profile. The model integrates
four interrelated components: strategic communication, destination branding, stakeholder
engagement, and integrated media application, all aimed at improving visibility, perception,

and tourist attraction.
1. Strategic Communication as the Foundation

Strategic communication forms the backbone of effective PR campaigns. As Smith
and Xiao (2019) note, strategic communication involves purposeful, research-based
planning of messages to achieve specific behavioural and perceptual outcomes. For Taraba
State, this implies designing PR messages that highlight the state’s competitive advantages
— such as its serene landscapes, cultural diversity, and unique eco-tourism attractions —

while addressing negative stereotypes or lack of awareness.

A strategic communication approach ensures that all promotional activities are
goal-oriented, audience-focused, and aligned with the broader tourism development
objectives of the state. It also encourages the use of data-driven insights from market
research, enabling tourism authorities to segment audiences and tailor messages to
domestic travellers, international tourists, and investment stakeholders. Through strategic
storytelling and emotional appeal, PR can reposition Taraba as a desirable and safe tourism

destination.
2. Destination Branding and Image Construction

Building on the Destination Image Theory (Baloglu & McCleary, 1999), destination
branding plays a critical role in shaping how audiences perceive Taraba State. PR
professionals can construct a compelling brand identity by emphasizing the state’s natural
beauty, cultural festivals, and hospitality. The branding process should focus on both
cognitive elements (knowledge of attractions) and affective elements (emotional connection

to the destination).
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A proposed branding framework for Taraba includes:

1. Brand Essence: “Nature’s Haven and Cultural Heart of Nigeria.”

2.Brand Values: Authenticity, Adventure, and Cultural Pride.

3. Brand Promise: A refreshing experience that connects visitors to nature and culture.

Through this branding approach, PR campaigns can differentiate Taraba from
other Nigerian states and communicate a consistent message across all promotional
channels. The branding effort must also align with community values and ensure that the

benefits of tourism reach local populations, reinforcing inclusivity and sustainability.
3. Stakeholder Engagement and Collaboration

Effective tourism PR cannot function in isolation. It depends on the collective
input and participation of stakeholders such as the Taraba State Tourism Development
Board, local government councils, hospitality businesses, cultural associations, and the
media. Fyall and Garrod (2020) argue that multi-stakeholder collaboration enhances trust,

authenticity, and the long-term sustainability of tourism initiatives.

For Taraba, the model proposes a Stakeholder Engagement Framework consisting of:

1. Government Agencies: Provide policy support, infrastructure, and funding.

2. Private Sector: Promote hospitality services and partner in marketing campaigns.

3. Local Communities: Serve as custodians of culture and provide authentic experiences.

4. Media and Influencers: Amplify destination narratives through traditional and digital

channels.

A coordinated communication network among these actors ensures message
consistency and collective ownership of the tourism brand. Regular stakeholder forums,

co-created campaigns, and participatory festivals can enhance synergy and credibility.
4. Integrated Media Application

The integration of traditional and digital communication platforms amplifies PR
effectiveness. According to Kitchen and Burgmann (2015), integrated marketing
communication (IMC) ensures that every media channel reinforces a unified brand
message. For Taraba State, this involves blending traditional media (radio, television,
newspapers, tourism brochures) with digital platforms (social media, blogs, virtual tours,

and destination websites).
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An integrated media approach could follow this structure:

1. Awareness Stage: Use social media and broadcast platforms to introduce Taraba’s

tourism potential.

2. Engagement Stage: Employ interactive tools such as hashtags (#DiscoverTaraba),

virtual reality experiences, and influencer collaborations.

3. Conversion Stage: Use targeted advertising and promotional packages to drive

visitation and bookings.

4. Sustainability Stage: Share post-visit content and testimonials to reinforce loyalty and

repeat visits.

Such integration enables two-way communication, allowing feedback from tourists and

local stakeholders to inform future campaign adjustments.
Conceptual Model Illustration

The proposed conceptual model (textually described here) shows how these four

components interact:

Strategic Communication — forms the base of all PR planning and message
design.
Destination Branding — builds a distinctive and appealing image for Taraba.
Stakeholder Engagement — ensures authenticity and shared ownership of promotional
efforts.
Integrated Media Application — amplifies visibility and message coherence across

platforms.

These components operate within a cyclical process: strategic communication
informs branding; branding guides stakeholder messaging; stakeholders co-create and
validate campaign narratives; and integrated media channels disseminate consistent content
that shapes destination image and attracts visitors. The process produces a feedback loop
where improved perceptions and tourist visits generate further PR opportunities and

economic benefits.

The conceptual model aligns with global best practices in tourism communication,
where PR serves as both a marketing and developmental tool (Avraham & Ketter, 2017).
Applying this model in Taraba State can address the existing communication gaps

identified in the literature, particularly the lack of coordinated promotion, limited
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stakeholder collaboration, and underutilization of digital media (Akinade & Adekunle,

2021).

By employing strategic communication to design culturally grounded narratives,
leveraging destination branding to build emotional connections, engaging stakeholders to
foster authenticity, and integrating media to enhance reach, Taraba State can reposition
itself as one of Nigeria’s leading tourism destinations. This approach not only enhances
visibility but also contributes to local empowerment, cultural preservation, and sustainable

tourism development.
Implications for Tourism Promotion in Taraba State

The proposed conceptual model has practical implications for policymakers,
tourism boards, communication practitioners, and local communities in Taraba State. By
translating theoretical insights into actionable strategies, Taraba can reposition itself as a
vibrant, competitive, and sustainable tourism destination. The implications are discussed
under four major dimensions: policy and institutional framework, communication strategy,

stakeholder collaboration, and sustainable development outcomes.
1. Policy and Institutional Framework

The success of public relations (PR) campaigns for tourism promotion depends
heavily on institutional support and policy direction. For Taraba State, the implication is
that tourism promotion should be treated as a strategic economic priority rather than a
seasonal or event-based activity. Government agencies such as the Taraba State Ministry of
Culture and Tourism should establish a clear communication and branding policy that

defines goals, target markets, and key messages.

This framework should include the creation of a Tourism Communication Unit
responsible for coordinating all PR and promotional activities. Such a unit would ensure
consistency of messages, manage partnerships with media organisations, and evaluate
campaign effectiveness. Policy integration is also needed between the tourism sector and
related ministries such as transportation, environment, and culture to ensure infrastructural
and regulatory support. Establishing a legal and institutional foundation for tourism PR can

guarantee continuity beyond political transitions.
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2. Communication Strategy and Media Engagement

The conceptual model underscores the need for deliberate, research-based, and
audience-driven communication strategies. Taraba’s tourism communication should not
rely solely on ad-hoc publicity but on a sustained PR approach that integrates traditional

and digital media platforms.
In practice, this means:

a) Developing a digital storytelling strategy that leverages social media, visual
documentaries, and user-generated content to create excitement around Taraba’s

attractions.

b) Building partnerships with travel bloggers, content creators, and journalists to produce
destination features and travel experiences that align with the “Nature’s Haven and Cultural

Heart of Nigeria” brand essence.

) Using radio and television talk shows, local newspapers, and community festivals to

reinforce messages and reach audiences with limited internet access.

d) Employing analytics tools to monitor audience engagement and adapt campaigns

accordingly.

A dynamic, integrated communication approach will amplify reach and allow for two-way

interaction between the state’s tourism agencies and potential tourists.
3. Stakeholder Collaboration and Community Participation

Tourism PR campaigns are most effective when they are participatory and
inclusive. The model highlights the central role of stakeholder engagement in shaping
authentic narratives and ensuring community benefits. For Taraba State, this means
empowering local communities to be active participants rather than passive subjects in

tourism communication.

Local artisans, cultural performers, and community tour guides can serve as brand
ambassadors who promote authentic experiences. Public—private partnerships can provide
funding, innovation, and marketing expertise, while media organisations can function as
amplifiers of destination stories. Regular stakeholder forums involving the Ministry of
Tourism, local government councils, hospitality businesses, and civil society organisations

can ensure policy alignment and continuous feedback.
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Such collaboration not only strengthens the credibility of PR messages but also encourages

shared ownership of the tourism brand, fostering long-term sustainability.
4. Sustainable Development and Cultural Preservation

Beyond promotion, PR campaigns must contribute to sustainable development.
Tourism communication should highlight eco-friendly practices, responsible travel, and
cultural respect. For Taraba State, this implies balancing promotional objectives with
conservation priorities—especially around natural sites like Gashaka-Gumti National Park

and Mambilla Plateau.

Effective PR can also serve as a tool for cultural preservation by documenting local
traditions, festivals, and crafts while positioning them as tourist attractions. By integrating
sustainability narratives into tourism PR, Taraba can attract environmentally conscious
travellers and investors interested in responsible tourism. This approach aligns with the
United Nations World Tourism Organisation’s (UNWTO) call for sustainable and inclusive

tourism development (UNWTO, 2022).

Moreover, consistent PR campaigns can improve Taraba’s external image, attract
development grants, and boost investor confidence in its tourism potential — further

linking communication effectiveness to socio-economic growth.

Conclusion

Tourism holds immense potential as a catalyst for economic growth, cultural
exchange, and community empowerment. However, its development depends largely on
effective communication strategies that create awareness, build trust, and influence
perceptions. This conceptual paper has argued that public relations (PR) provides a
strategic framework for repositioning Taraba State as a viable tourism destination through
the integration of strategic communication, destination branding, stakeholder engagement,

and integrated media application.

Drawing from Strategic Communication Theory and Destination Image Theory,
the paper proposed a conceptual model that explains how PR campaigns can enhance
Taraba’s tourism visibility and appeal. Strategic communication provides the foundation for
purposeful, research-based messaging, while destination image theory explains how positive

perceptions and emotional connections can motivate tourist behaviour.
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