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Abstract: Places have been promoting their attractions throughout history for almost a century
now and place marketing started capturing the attention of economic researchers in the early 1990s.
Although the globalized space has become a major interdisciplinary field of study in the past few
decades, we still do not have a definite solution for measuring or predicting the changes it brings.
The aim of this study is to propose an instrument to help scholars quantify the Web 1.0 and Web 2.0
components of the online presence of place brands and their spatial dynamics in a broader global
context. By taking the ‘space of flows’ approach to frame globalization, we questioned whether
geography is still destiny in the context of online place branding communication. To answer the
question, we developed a category grid and applied it in the content analysis of 82 official country
websites. We found that geographical position is still important in conditioning the adoption of Web
1.0, and does not make a significant difference in the adoption of Web 2.0. However, the strongest
predictors of the adoption of Web 1.0 are not the ones related to geography, but to socio-economic
inequality. It is therefore possible for the theorizations of the advantages of the ‘space of flows’
globalization to be suitable only for Web 2.0, Web 1.0 still being under the influence of the ‘space
of place’. We discussed the implications of adopting the network society theory in place branding
communication in order to nuance the understanding of the transitions from Web 1.0 to Web 2.0 and
from Web 2.0 to Web 3.0 in place marketing.

Keywords: country brand; network society; place marketing; Web 2.0; virtual space

1. Introduction

Although places have been promoting their attractions and their images throughout history
for almost a century, through rivalry and competition in North America during the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries [1] and place marketing developed as specialized domain in the early
1990s [2], the ‘spatial turn’ from social sciences revived the concept of place and gave it new nuances
over the past decades, causing the present globalized space to become a major interdisciplinary field
of study. In the sociology field, globalization has been conceptualized as a network society with its
‘space of flows’ that reduce the influence of the geographical space. From the branding perspective,
Holt [3] proposes a new field of analysis specific to brands, advocating for a sociology of branding,
in order to be able to describe and explain contemporary politics and society, as “a distinctive mode of
capital accumulation. [ . . . ] it generates profits by creating and then exploiting various kinds of social
dependency. A brand becomes an economic asset for the firm when people come to count on the brand
to contribute to social life, when it is embedded in society and culture” [3] (p. 300). Similarly, in the
marketing field, it has been theorized that globalization brings significant changes and articulates place
branding communication, specifically in the online environment. From this point of view, brands are
economic signals circulating in the economy, which allow companies to establish credible information

Sustainability 2020, 12, 4073; doi:10.3390/su12104073 www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability

http://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
http://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7506-8099
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3085-5486
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/su12104073
http://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/12/10/4073?type=check_update&version=2


Sustainability 2020, 12, 4073 2 of 24

about their offers. Brands guarantee that the products have a certain quality and reliability and that
their manufacturer is present in case something is not functioning properly in the market [4] (p. 356).

In consumer psychology, which is a dominant paradigm in the marketing process, brands are
understood as devices that simplify consumer decision making and lower search costs [4], and from
the perspective of behavioural psychology, the process of branding a place is seen as an attempt
“to build positive place images by (re)constructing and projecting identities, building expectations
around worthwhile place experiences” [5] (p. 33). However, we still do not have a definite solution
for measuring or predicting these changes in order to understand place marketing better. Therefore,
the main contribution of this paper is to propose an instrument to measure the adoption of Web 1.0
and Web 2.0 in country branding communication. To increase the predictive validity of our instrument,
we tested four hypotheses derived from the network society theory and its recent reviews.

In order to nuance the understanding of the spatial dynamics of the Web 1.0 and Web 2.0
components of the online presence of place brands in a broader global context, we focused on how
the local public authorities involved in place brand management choose to use official websites
to communicate the online identities of their countries. In accordance with the network society
theory, we questioned whether geography is still destiny in the context of online place branding
communication, and conjectured that geographical position is less important than globalization factors
for adopting digital technological advancements, and that even if geography might no longer be
destiny, socio-economic inequality could still be.

To justify the research question and its potential answers, in the Literature Review section, we
show there is a need for conceptual and theoretical clarification of place branding that could be
addressed by adopting concepts from sociology of space and virtual communication. In this way, we
lay the ground for a new theoretical framework in which place branding communication is an instance
of the network society. Following this new theoretical framework, in the Materials and Methods section,
we argue for introducing a new research instrument that could be used to measure place branding
communication and a research design to assess its reliability and validity based on already established
measurement indexes in fields of communication, marketing, and sociology. By applying this new
instrument to 82 existing place websites, in the Results section, we answer the research question and
test the hypothesis derived from its conjectures. Then, we discuss the implication of our findings by
contextualizing them into the proposed theoretical framework. We conclude by stating the theoretical
and practical contributions of our study and its potential applicability in future studies.

2. Literature Review

Recently, three flagship reviews of place branding literature have emerged. First, Papadopoulos
and Heslop [6] searched the literature on place marketing and place branding published between
1952 and 2001 and identified 799 publications and the perennial quality of the field. Second, Hanna
and Rowley [7] reviewed literature about ‘place’ and showed that place branding shifts the focus
from tourism to branding and business, highlighting recent transformations of the field. Third,
Oguztimur and Akturan [8] analyzed 146 articles from four disciplines in their systematic review
(tourism, marketing, urban planning, and geography) on the topic of city branding published between
1988 and 2014, 70% of which have been published after 2010, which could mean a revival of the field.
This paper builds on the opportunities and limits identified in the aforementioned reviews as well as
in other recent published papers [9,10] and aims to fill the gaps and extend place branding literature in
ways explained as follows.

The results of the previously cited reviews are compatible with the idea that place marketing relates
to place branding, which includes country branding, regional branding, and city branding [11,12]. They
resonate with Andersson and Ekman’s definition of place branding as “the use of various marketing
practices to promote a place’s attractiveness for business, tourists, residents and students” [13] (p. 41).
Hence, in various levels of our analysis, we took into account all three manifestations of place
brands (city, region, country/nation) and did not reduce place branding to destination branding [14],
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considering online branding communication to be a tool for addressing various public audiences, that
has an increasing potential and is adapted to today’s global challenges.

The main conclusion of Oguztimur and Akturan’s systematic review [8] was that there is a need
for conceptual and theoretical clarification and consolidation of place branding which can be achieved
by surpassing the mono-disciplinary approach and being more open to theorizations from sociology
and anthropology. While in the market-oriented approach there is a consensus that branding helps
places stay relevant on the global market [15], which is increasingly dynamic and completive [16],
social sciences warn about the risk of commodifying places by consciously ignoring acute social and
economic issues [17]. In this debate, Oguztimur and Akturan [8] recommend following a spatialized
politics of flow, instead of a place-based politics of competition. Therefore, we framed our study based
on a sociological perspective, namely Castells’ [18] theory of network society, with the subsidiary
concept of ‘space of flows’. In addition, we integrated concepts from the field of communication
studies, like the static ‘web 1.0’, the dynamic ‘web 2.0’ [19,20]; the semantic ‘web 3.0’ [21], and specific
socio-economic indexes, like the KOF Index of Globalization [22], the Human Development Index [23],
the Web Index of the World Wide Web Foundation [24], the GINI index [25], and the classification of
countries based on income provided by the World Bank [26]. The components of this trans-disciplinary
approach will be clarified in the following subsections of the present paper.

In the marketing literature, it is commonly accepted that websites have become fundamental
communication tools for any type of brand [19] and social networks [10,27]. G. Christodoulides
states that “brand is a brand regardless of context. What changes is the enactment of the brand” [20]
(p. 143). When the brand concept was initially adopted in the online environment, the sites became
“fundamental tools of communication” [19] (p. 315) for any type of brands, by using factors such as
physical delivery and returns, locating the brand and speed of download, site appearance, navigation,
personal support and differential reward [28]. Some years later, all of these aspects have become
hygienic factors (i.e., responding to basic, natural, identifiable needs in Web 1.0), in the sense that they
became almost compulsively used, but along with those other factors emerged, beyond immediate
brand control defined by the top-down strategy. Branding now occurs at the next level (defined by
the Web 2.0 concept), through blogs, widgets, user generated ads, social networks (e.g., Facebook,
Myspace), podcasting, videocasting, content sharing (e.g., Scribd), video sharing (e.g., YouTube),
etc. [20]. This means that “an effective online presence is vital to a brand’s internet success” [29]
(p. 300). Web 2.0 is viewed as a sum of “technologies that facilitate social communication” [19] (p. 316),
providing users, with these Web 2.0 specific applications, the new possibility to “even interfere with
the brand’s values” [20] (p. 143).

In the particular field of place marketing, Oguztimur and Akturan [8] used thematic analysis to
define branding communication and online branding as two of the five dimensions of place brands.
They classified official place websites as indicators employed by researchers in their analyses, as the use
of digital platforms to collect data in the field increases, but also in other subjects of research [9,30]. This
is why our study focuses on how official websites build the online presence of various country brands.
On one hand, official place websites are considered a top-down approach [31], representing the way
authorities involved in place brand management choose to use new technologies to communicate the
online identity of a particular place. On the other hand, scholars [32] emphasize the need for bottom-up
studies, based on the participation of community members [33,34]. To solve this contradiction,
our mix approach focuses on both top-down and bottom-up dimensions of official place websites,
by including Christodoulides’ [20] and Lincoln’s [34] distinction between the static unidirectional
online communication tools (Web 1.0) and the dynamic bidirectional ones (Web 2.0) used in online
place branding communication.

The content analysis conducted by Oguztimur and Akturan [8] in their systematic review revealed
that the studies in the field from the last two decades display some methodological limitations. Half of
them are qualitative research papers based on a limited number of case studies, which causes limited
generalization, and they tend to privilege highly economically developed places, mostly from the
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Global North. According to the same source [8], as regards to city brands, scholars focus mainly on
eight cities, namely Berlin, Amsterdam, Birmingham, Bradford, Manchester, Shanghai, London, and
New York. Similarly, while conducting a social and semantic network analysis to develop a new
place branding measurement tool, Sevin [21] only focused on two US global cities, namely Boston and
New York. In order to reduce the aforementioned limits, we took into account that the place brands
favored by the literature in the field are already important nodes in the global network society [35],
and that market-oriented approaches on place branding tend to ignore acute social and economic
issues [17]. Hence, in order to avoid the risk of reproducing place privileges and obtaining results of
limited applicability, we decided to conduct a quantitative content analysis on an extensive sample of
82 country websites. We made the selection based on a classification proposed by the World Tourism
Organization that defines six geographic regions (Europe, Africa, the Americas, Eastern Asia and the
Pacific, the Middle East, and Southern Asia). We described the details of our sampling decisions (as
well as the configuration of the pilot study that included region and city websites in addition to country
ones) in the Materials and Method section of this paper.

As an increasing number of recent studies approach emerging topics like Web 3.0 [21], one might
question our decision to focus on Web 1.0 and Web 2.0. We believe that the transition from one type of
web to the other takes time and is an incremental one, which is also the opinion of other scholars [19,20].
Considering the unequal online place branding communication global context, in which some countries
do not even have an official website while testing the semantic web, is more of an emerging exception
than a rule. In order to cover the entire online communication landscape, we wanted to configure a
suitable tool for measuring and predicting the first transition, which would be adaptable enough to
allow the incorporation of the second one in the future. In addition, as scholars have started to worry
about the replicability crisis and the biases in the application of established methods and tools in science
in general [36] and social sciences in particular [37], we acknowledge there is a need for more studies
that accurately apply established methods to a variety of samples to produce results that stand the test
of time. Nonetheless, the methods used in the present paper as well as the obtained results could be
the starting point for future trend analysis based on longitudinal data, used to describe and predict the
complex dynamics of the adoption of the three types of web in online place branding communication.

To summarize, we brought evidence, based on extended systematic reviews of the literature in the
field of place marketing, that there is a need for conceptual and theoretical clarification of place branding
which can be addressed by: (1) taking into account various audiences; (2) surpassing the limits of the
market-oriented approach by being more open to theorizations from social sciences and following a
spatialized politics of flow; (3) combining the top-down with the bottom-up approach; (4) the lack of
quantitative research methods and extended samples taking into account not only notorious place
brand from the Global North; and (5) the need for replicability in the field by creating contexts for
longitudinal studies and trend analysis to be conducted in the future. To answer these limitations, we
propose a new interdisciplinary framework combining theorizations from communication, marketing
and social sciences which, as far as we know, were not used before in place marketing contexts. These
theorizations will be synthesized as follows.

2.1. Theoretical Framing and Conceptual Clarification

2.1.1. Place Marketing and Country Branding

The interest for brands and the research around them arose from the intermingling of the
management, marketing and strategy spheres, which are generally aiming to propose pragmatic
models regarding the “effects” produced by brands, through quantitative analyses [38]. Other studies,
following the constructivist paradigm, which reflect the “nature” of the brand, “as a living entity
(with a personality with which we can form a relationship and that can change and evolve over
time)” [39] (p. 12), indicate a reconsideration of the general functioning mechanism of brands and the
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focus shift from products and their producers to the response and services provided to the consumer,
in understanding the process of building brand value [40].

For economists, brands are a form of information, focusing on marketing strategies [4]. These are
economic signals circulating in the economy, which allow companies to establish credible information
about their offers. Brands guarantee that the products have a certain quality and reliability and that
their manufacturer is present in case something is not functioning properly in the market.

The concept of place marketing emerged in the early 1990s as a distinctive theoretical and research
field with the work of Kotler et al. [2] that “include a presentation of best practices and a theoretical
approach” [41] (p. 6). By adding the term ‘place’ (or sometimes ‘geographical’ that corresponds to mean
cities, metropolitan areas, regions, communities, states, countries or nations) to the ‘marketing’ term, it
can lead to a type of specific product to which an ordinary process will be applied, considering that
there is no practical difficulty in replacing physical products with places [42] and the use of techniques
normally associated with the creation of classical product brands [43]. The marketing popular model
of ‘4p’ (product, price, placement, promotion) [44] and “its performance in the procedure of place/city
marketing” [45] (p. 369) or the adoption of some “strategic marketing management tools and conscious
branding” [46] (p. 253) or designing a place to satisfy the needs of its target markets [47] are key
ingredients of place marketing.

Dolea and T, ărus, [48] acknowledge the prominent role played by international public relations
in building place brands, “representing the systematic and planned effort of a company, institution
or government to establish mutually beneficial relations with the audiences of other nations” [48]
(p. 18). In fact, strong arguments can be made in favor of the claim that “public relations strategies
for internal and external audiences are the ingredients of a recipe for creating the national image. A
positive image is considered an economic gain, as it generates tourism, creates cordial relations with
other governments and increases that country’s chances of benefiting from aid” [48] (pp. 19–20). Place
branding can be used as an example on a public-private partnership platform for tourism development
and citizens’ engagement [49].

Starting from the perspective that country branding is a field of theory and practice that aims
to measure, build and manage the reputation of countries [43], we can appreciate that this field is
similar to place branding, if we accept that, in this case, the country is the “product” of our analysis,
compared to the other perspective of place branding, in which space becomes “product”. Considering
the definition of the branding process as a way to differentiate a certain product from its competitors,
we can extrapolate the reasoning and similarly attribute to country branding a strong impact on the
country’s ability to win in international competition [50,51].

Place marketing has become a prominent feature of the economic development strategy, in terms of
place development and country branding recognizing the brand’s ability to position itself in the minds
of users, rather than being a creation entirely controllable by a marketing function, as “the unique,
multi-dimensional blend of elements that provide the nation with culturally grounded differentiation
and relevance for all of its target audiences” [51] (p. 15).

2.1.2. ‘Space of Flows’ in the Network Society

The network society theory states that we live in a global economy based on international networks
of economic exchange and fluxes of online communication, in which the significance of physical
space, also called ‘space of place’ is decreasing [35]. More exactly, recent advancements in information
technology are transforming the geographical space into a space of flux so that access to informational
networks becomes more important than local particularities of specific geographical spaces [18]. Since
in the network society spaces no longer confine within fixed national territories and become flows of
images, sounds, symbols, interactions, experiences, goods, capitals, and technologies, we aimed to
question whether geography is still destiny in the context of online place branding communication.
While trying to answer this complex question in accordance with the network society theory, we
conjectured that geographical position is less important than globalization factors for adopting digital
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technological advancements in place brand communication. In addition, we believe that the model
of the network society theory is only an idealized version of the future, in the sense that in the
present time, even if geography might no longer be destiny, socio-economic inequality could still be.
In order to clarify these answers, we will explain what we mean by digital technological advancements,
globalization and socio-economic inequality factors.

2.1.3. Globalization as Interconnectedness and Spread of Innovation

The network society with its ‘space of flows’ is a sociological way of explaining how globalization
works, by focusing on an international and virtual web for diffusing information. For this reason, and
to bridge the economic field, we decided to make use of existing globalization indexes in order to
calculate how ready each country is for the future network society. We used the KOF Globalization
Index [22], as it has been used in more than 100 studies [52,53] and the Web Index [24], calculated by
the World Wide Web Foundation.

2.1.4. Web 1.0 and Web 2.0

Marketing theory and practice is adapting to the new global context by gradually assimilating
the digital technological advancements. Over the past decades, branding communication has been
expanding online in two stages in order to deliver the promised brand experience to a global audience.
During the first stage of the World Wide Web’s evolution, called Web 1.0 or the browser-based web,
branding communication took advantage of controllable factors such as locating the brand, speed
of download, personal support, differential reward, physical delivery, returns, site appearance, and
navigation. However, during the second stage, called Web 2.0 or the interactive web, new factors
outside of the brand’s immediate control emerged as brand communication started to use blogs,
widgets, viewer-created ads, groups, podcasting and video casting, or video sharing [20]. In brief,
the transition from Web 1.0 to Web 2.0 meant switching from consuming a static website to producing
and interacting with content on various, usually interconnected web platforms.

Nowadays, internet marketing communication strategies have become the norm not only for
promoting tourist destinations [54] and managing place brands [55], but also in finding a balance
between globalizing and localizing place identities [56]. This is why local authorities have recently
started to pay attention to the potential of Web 2.0 for place branding communication [57]. For the
future, it is expected that place marketing will migrate towards other emerging web platforms such as
Web 3.0 (the semantic web or the web of context) which could offer a more customized brand experience,
Web 4.0 (the web of things or the symbiotic web) which merges interconnectivity [58,59], artificial
intelligence and offline objects of daily use, or even Web 5.0 (the web of thought) involving “emotional
interaction between humans and computers by allowing the Web to recognize users’ emotions and
reactions” [60] (p. 64).

2.1.5. Inequality in Human Development and Income

Although globalization and the network society have the potential to become equalizing forces,
scholars [61,62] have recently highlighted that “the digital environment can reproduce or mitigate
inequalities that have been molded and routinized in the physical environment” [61] (p. 580). Almost
two decades ago, Schiller critiqued Castells’ theory of network society by highlighting that old patterns
still persist in this so-called new society, in the sense that “the social and economic inequalities
characteristic of market economies tend to widen rather than close” [63] (p. 48). Castells [18], who
warns about the power of the network society to booster inequality and polarization, also acknowledged
this idea. To address this problem, some scholars proposed various composite indexes to measure
various forms of inequality in the network society, like informational inequality [64]. In the cited
papers, inequality was measured either at the micro or at the macro level. Therefore, we launched
the conjecture that, despite the opportunities provided by information technology allowing place
branding communication to surpass geographical barriers, there might still be country-level inequality
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factors holding the process back. More exactly, we drafted the working hypothesis that the category in
which a country is included based on income and human development might influence the adoption
of Web 1.0 or Web 2.0 for place branding communication. To measure inequality, we used the Human
Development Index [23], the most recent classification of countries based on income calculated by the
World Bank [26], and the Gini Index [25].

2.1.6. Network Society as a Trope

We propose a new theoretical framework according to which, the network society can be
understood as a trope that makes visible the shape of a communication process between the local,
empirical, geographic space (which provides fixed spatial contexts for sensemaking) and the global
imaginary place of information (in which sensemaking is decontextualized). The interconnection
between space and place is mediated by languages and facilitated by digital technologies to produce
recontextualized associations. In this way, Web 1.0 represents the content of communication; Web 2.0,
the audiences and their arenas; Web 3.0, the meaning; Web 4.0, the interconnection between the physical
space and the information space, and Web 5.0, the cognition and emotion. Hence, the distance between
words in a text makes visible semantic differences in the same way in which the geographic distance
between physical spaces produces different cultural contexts and sensemakings. This process can be
visualized as an abstract texture of flows shaped by the movement between space and information,
in a given period of time, which involves sensemaking, based on physical and imaginary objects and
contexts that trigger cognitive and emotional associations. The physical geographical space is fixed
in concepts such as cities, countries, regions and made dynamic by the economic exchange of goods
and capitals, constrained by space-based socio-economic inequality; while the place of information is
fixed in texts and communication protocols, such as Web 1.0, Web 2.0, Web 3.0, Web 4.0 and Web 5.0
channeled by digital technologies, and extended by flows of images, sounds, symbols, interactions,
and experiences. The network society has the potential to create new places of information coagulated
into displaced territories of associations, built from recontextualizing already acquired space-based
associations (Web 3.0). In this paper, we used the trope ‘space of flows’ to express the possibility of the
global imaginary place of information.

Place branding communication can be considered as a prototype of the network society described
above, one of its many possible manifestations, chosen because the link between physical space
and information place (ascribed meaning) is already established in our local and global imaginaries.
However, this trope is only a heuristic to imagine a possible version of our social future in a world
strongly confined by geographical space and time limitations and conditioned by politico-economic
logics which produce inequality and is measured by already established indexes. In this paper,
we used the trope ‘destiny’ to express these confinements of the local, empirical, geographic space.
The network society is the globalization context (measured by already established indexes with
economic, social and political dimensions), in which place branding communication occurs, following
not only a communication logic (measured by already established indexes of Internet access), but also
a market-oriented one, producing social effects (measured by indexes of human development,
of income/GDP inequality) and guided by political logics, identifiable in specific geographic spaces
(regions, countries, cities) with specific promotion vehicles (such as their official websites) adopting
in various degrees top-down (Web 1.0) or bottom-up approaches (Web 2.0). Even so, if one takes
into account that innovation might emerge from combining already existing tools and contents,
these indexes can be used to produce tools that enlarge the possibility of predicting the dynamics
of globalization.

Hence, the research question of this paper, already stated in the title, is whether the global imaginary
place of information (space of flows) is confined or not by the local, empirical, geographic space
(destiny). We conjectured that the transition to a bottom-up approach (Web 2.0) is incremental, therefore
conditioned by a top-down approach (Web 1.0); which is confined by geographic and socio-economic
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inequalities; and both transitions (to Web 1.0 and from Web 1.0 to Web 2.0) are contextual (depending
on various dimensions of globalization: social, economic, political, informational).

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Research Aim, Objectives and Hypotheses

The aim of this study is to develop an instrument to help scholars identify and quantify the Web
1.0 and Web 2.0 components of the online presence of place brands and their spatial dynamics in
a broader global context. The general objective is to show how the public authorities involved in
place brand management choose to use official country websites to communicate online identities.
While formulating the specific objectives of the study, we extended Sevin’s [21] analytic framework
(Define—Measure—Visualize, DMV model) into DRMVP model, as follows (See Table 1):

1. Define and Refine—elaborate a coding scheme for analyzing the online presence of place brands
and refine it through a pilot study assessing reliability and validity;

2. Measure and Visualize—apply the coding scheme to 82 country websites and graph the results;
3. Predict—test the hypotheses in order to predict the adoption of Web 1.0 or Web 2.0 in place

branding communication in a more globalizing context and to assess the predictive validity of
our instrument.

Table 1. Analytical framework of the study.

Sevin’s DMV Model (2014) DRMVP Model

Define
operational definition of place brands

Define and Refine
operational scheme for analyzing online presence of
place branding
refine the operational scheme through a pilot study

Measure
social network analysis
semantic analysis

Measure
apply and analyze the coding scheme

Visualize
data summarize

Visualize
data summarize

Predict
predict place branding communication in a
globalizing context
assess the predictive validity of our instrument

We formulated four hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1 (H1): The adoption of Web 2.0 for place branding communication predicts the adoption of Web
1.0 for place branding communication (the model of regressing Web 2.0 on Web 1.0 is statistically significant,
assuming a 90% confidence level);

Hypothesis 2 (H2): The country’s globalization rate predicts both the adoption of Web 1.0 and Web 2.0 for
place branding communication (the models of regressing globalization indicators on Web 1.0, respectably of Web
2.0, are statistically significant, assuming a 90% confidence level);

Hypothesis 3 (H3): The country’s socio-economic inequality rate improves the prediction of the adoption of Web
1.0 for place branding communication based on country globalization (the R2 Change from the first regression
model to the second is statistically significant, assuming a 90% confidence level);

Hypothesis 4 (H4): The country’s geographic position improves the prediction of the adoption of Web 1.0 for
place branding communication based on the country’s globalization rate and on the country’s socio-economic
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inequality rate (the R2 Change from the first regression model to the second is statistically significant, assuming
a 90% confidence level).

3.2. Methods and Techniques of Data Collection

We considered three main arguments when choosing content analysis of country websites as our
main data collection method. Firstly, place brand analysis in the online environment is a relatively new
field [19,33,65] that has no need for unanimously accepted models in the academic community or by
practitioners. Secondly, content analysis can have a significant role in examining the manifest content
of messages, while being an ideal tool for examining websites [66]. We also agree with Gibson and
Ward [67] that the main advantage of this conceptual scheme is that it provides the framework for
a standardized and flexible tool, so that as web innovations or new features of virtual presence are
developed, they find their way into the scheme.

3.3. Data Sample

We used the database of the World Tourism Organization, UNTWO [68], as a sampling frame,
including all the countries for which the organization offers information, regardless of their membership
status—whether they are Member States of the Organization (156), Associated members (6) or Observers
(2)—and using a classification [68] by geographic location: Africa, East Asia and the Pacific region,
the Americas, the southern region of Asia, the Middle East and Europe. We considered the UNTWO
website as an official and credible source of information, with global recognition. After setting up
the database of 164 countries and 250 web addresses present in the UNTWO portal, representing the
universe of research, we followed the stage of selecting the sources of communication, as a procedure
used in criterion sampling, “review and study all cases that meet some predetermined criterion of
importance” [69] (p. 176), considered by researchers relevant to the problem studied. For this purpose,
we sought to specify the selection criteria, eliminating the following cases: (1) where it was proved that
the address/addresses specified did not work [70]; (2) because of the lack of the web address of the place
brand; (3) that generated a redirect to another web address; and (4) without English content [70–72].

Therefore, all other official countries websites (82 cases) became part of the investigated body and
primary data source, presented in Appendix A Table A1. Furthermore, in Appendix A Table A2, there
are detailed information about number and distribution of countries by geographical region.

3.4. Measurement

Four concepts were measured: place branding communication, globalization, inequality, and
geographic position and are presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Summarizing the measurement variables.

Place Branding
Communication Globalization Inequality Geographic Position

Adoption of web 1.0
adoption of web 2.0

KOF Globalization Index:

- economic globalization
- political globalization
- social globalization

WEB Index:

- WEB universal access
- WEB relevant content
- WEB freedom

and openness
- WEB empowerment

Human Development Index
Gini Index
World Bank’s countries
classification by income level:

- low-income economy
-

lower-middle-income economy
-

upper-middle-income economy

UNTWO’s regions
classification by geographic
position:

- Europe
- Africa
- Americas
- Eastern Asia and

the Pacific
- Middle East
- Southern Asia
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3.4.1. Place Branding Communication

To measure place branding communication (PBC), we calculated two indexes (the adoption of
Web 1.0 and the adoption of Web 2.0) based on our content analysis results.

Regarding the methodological criteria for conducting the empirical investigation to measure
PBC, we used as a quantitative research method the content analysis on the official sites of the place
brands (i.e., the country brands), in order to “record the presence or absence of attributes” [73] (p. 136),
applying the procedure of frequency analysis on the system of analysis categories [74]. Under this
procedure, the analysis unit was considered “the page” of the official websites.

The starting point in applying the procedure for establishing the characteristics according to
the coding scheme, is the Homepage; this page being considered “a central gate to Web-based
communication” [75] (p. 205), with most visitors deciding whether they will continue to browse a
site based on their impressions of the homepage [76]. In addition, by using the Homepage as a unit
of analysis, sites of different sizes can be compared, using the same degree of size, as a measure to
“equalize differences between small sites with few links and larger sites with many links” [77] (p. 14).
However, given the character of the analysis aimed at identifying web and graphical characteristics
rather than textual content, it was necessary to use, outside the Homepage of the websites, other
secondary pages, which allow tracking the presence or absence of these elements, as this methodological
option is explained by R. Opoku and R. Hinson, who directed their research by defining the unit of
analysis of both the Homepage and “four levels down the hierarchy of information” [70] (p. 122).

By analyzing and interpreting the data derived from the application of a coding scheme to the
82 selected cases, we identified variations regarding place branding communication managed in the
online environment. At this point of research, we needed first to determine which characteristics are
associated with the adoption of Web 1.0 in place branding communication and which one with the
Web 2.0 environment; we structured the Web 1.0 and Web 2.0 parameters (see Appendix A Table A3),
constructing a summative index in SPSS for each environment, detailed and explained in the following
section of the article.

A. The Operational Definition of the Concepts

The adoption of Web 1.0 in place branding communication was measured by identifying the
presence or absence of the following components on the analyzed place websites: image gallery, news,
events calendars, name of the public authority which manages the place brand, name of board members
of the managing public authority, general information about the place (e.g., history, main objectives,
attractions), customized information for target audiences (e.g., brochures), public announcements
(e.g., press releases, newsletters), Frequently Asked Questions, contact information (address, phone
number, e-mail address), flashiness (graphics emphasis, e.g., .jpeg, .gif, .png), advice to ease the
navigation on the website, homepage icon on every page, menu bar on every page and website index.
The previous indicators were recorded using dichotomous variables, taking the value 0 for the absence
of the characteristic and 1 for its presence. Additional indicators were taken into account: the search
option (differentiating among: its absence taking the value 0, the presence of simple search taking
the value 1, and the presence of the advanced search taking the value 2) and the way of contact
(differentiating among: its absence taking the value 0, the presence of one single contact e-mail address
taking the value 1, and the presence of multiple e-mail addresses taking the value 2).

We measured the adoption of Web 2.0 in place branding communication by identifying the
presence or absence of the following components on the analyzed country websites: place maps,
weather forecast plug-in, booking opportunities (rentals, shopping, reservations, or orders), bookmark
and share buttons, clickable useful links, download (e.g., .pdf document, wallpaper, screen saver), give
feedback, subscribe to a service (e.g., newsletter), sign up as a member, complete an online poll or
another voting system, live chat with staff member, smart apps, audio files, video files, live casts or live
webcam transmissions. The previous indicators were recorded using dichotomous variables, taking
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the value 0 for the absence of the characteristic and 1 for its presence. We also took into account the
number of social media connections and the number of languages in which the website was translated.

B. The Assessment of Reliability and Validity

In developing our analysis grid and in assigning the value, code, or score to each indicator, we
followed Hwang, McMillan, and Lee’s [77] advice. More exactly, we focused on surpassing the limit
that “[h]uman intuition can intervene in the process of developing coding schemes. Although all
research is subject to some human intuition, the process of content analysis allows relatively more room
for the researcher’s intuition than do some methods such as surveys or experimental designs” [77]
(p. 13). To assess test-retest reliability, we conducted a previous pilot study in which the category
grid was tested on one website at different time intervals (April 2016 and July 2017) and calculated
the Pearson correlation coefficient between the two data series (r(43) = 0.720, p < 0.05). Moreover,
to assess inter-coder reliability, two independent observers encoded in July 2017 data and Cohen’s K
(Kappa) coefficient was calculated between the two data series (K(43) = 0.769, p < 0.05). Therefore,
both test-retest and inter-coder reliability for the category grid used for content analysis are high.

Although it has been asserted that “each activity on the website contributes to place branding,
which results in a certain image of the place” [33] (p. 283) or, at least, the development of the website’s
potential for branding communication [78], we did not take it for granted. First, for each of the two
concepts, a summative index was calculated and normalized to vary between 0 and 100, based on
which country ranks were assigned. Secondly, we used country ranks based on the FutureBrand
Country Brand Index [79], the Bloom Consulting Country Branding Ranking Tourism [80], computing
the Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient. While the correlation between the Web 1.0 rank and the
FutureBrand Country Brand Index rank was weak (rs(44) = 0.327, p < 0.05), the one between the
Web 2.0 rank and the FutureBrand Country Brand Index rank was moderate (rs(44) = 0.537, p < 0.05).
Additionally, we found that the adoption rank of Web 2.0 in place branding communication strongly
correlates with the Bloom Consulting Country Branding Ranking Tourism (rs(73) = 0.606, p < 0.05).
The weaker correlations for the adoption of Web 1.0 mean to suggest that it has evolved into more
of a precondition of place brand communication than a dimension per se and due to its increasing
use (as the results will show), it does not discriminate among place brands as it has become the norm.
However, the strong correlation of the adoption of Web 2.0 with other country brand indexes is a
powerful argument for the concurrent validity of our instrument.

3.4.2. Globalization

Globalization (G) was measured using the KOF Globalization Index [22,52] with its three
dimensions (economic globalization, political globalization, social globalization) and the Web Index [24]
with its four dimensions (universal access, freedom and openness, relevant content, empowerment).

Regarding the KOF Globalization Index: economic globalization measures economic flows,
political globalization measures restrictions, while social globalization measures information flows [81].

As for the Web Index, universal access refers to investing in affordable access to high quality internet
infrastructure and in the education and skills that citizens need in order to use the Web efficiently.
The freedom and openness dimension measures the right to information, opinion, expression, safety
and online privacy. The relevant content dimension assesses the extent to which different stakeholders
can access information that is relevant to them, in the language that they are most comfortable using
and via platforms and channels that are widely available. Empowerment is linked to the difference
that the Web makes to people and the extent to which its use by stakeholders produces positive change
in society, economy, politics and environment.

3.4.3. Socio-Economic Inequality

Socio-economic inequality (SEI) was measured using three country classifications derived from the
Human Development Index values [23], the World Bank’s country classifications by income level [26],
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and the Gini Index [25] values. The second classification is derived from the fact that the World Bank
separates four country income groups based on GNI per capita: high income (above $12,235/capita),
upper-middle income (between $3,956/capita and $12,235/capita), lower-middle income (between
$1006/capita and $3955/capita), and low income (below $1,005/capita).

3.4.4. Geographic Position

Geographic position (GP) was measured using the country classifications used by the World
Tourism Organization, UNTWO [68]. It operates with six geographic regions (Europe, Africa,
the Americas, Eastern Asia and the Pacific, the Middle East, and Southern Asia)—detailed in Appendix A
Table A1.

3.5. Statistical Analysis

After calculating the descriptive statistics, we applied the multiple linear regressions analysis
(particularly the ordinary least squares regression) by following Hayes [82]. We ensured that the
conditions of regression application were met (especially normality, homoscedasticity, absence of
multi-collinearity, absence of extreme values and influential cases). We identified two statistically
significant regression models, one predicting the adoption of Web 1.0 in place branding communication,
and the other predicting the adoption of Web 2.0.

4. Results

This type of instantaneous (static) analysis [83] of an average number of websites, at a given
period of time, allows comparisons and grouping of sites. Thus, we could observe that the websites
of country brands tend to present a richer content from a graphic point of view, to the detriment of
the text, according to other authors [31], as a main factor in capturing the attention of visitors in the
online environment. Animated images or dynamic image galleries capture the most representative
visual aspects of a country, because they promote tourist attractions, current events by selecting quality
photos, at a high resolution (but reduced in size for adaptation to the online environment) in most
cases. Although, in terms of presentation and appearance (as a dimension of adoption of Web 2.0),
video materials (as a characteristic of the dynamism of the site) are used in over two-thirds of cases, we
expect an increase in importance in their future, when the authorities that manage the country brands
will use the advantages offered by the video content sharing platforms (e.g., YouTube, Vimeo) and
other Web 2.0 applications in the social media category.

We were able to identify a higher degree of similarities between the sites, by repeating the same
features, compared to the differences between them. In general, the virtual portals of country brands
offer attractive content, from a visual point of view, with a trend from text to interactive and multimedia
content. The commercial aspect is undersized on the official web pages (the frequency of online banners
containing advertising messages being very low, for example: Ghana, South Korea, Vietnam), the only
noticeable presence being the component of the upward flows of information: offers (e.g., shopping,
rentals, reservations, orders, discounts, etc.), with a higher frequency of occurrence.

The results shown in Figure 1 suggest that the top group of countries adopting Web 1.0 in their
branding communication includes Kenya, Zambia, South Korea, Macao, Myanmar, Vietnam, Belarus,
Croatia, Cyprus, Switzerland, Germany, Russia, and Yemen (in no particular order). Similarly, the top
countries adopting Web 2.0 in their branding communication are Vanuatu, Thailand, Germany, Spain,
Switzerland, Israel, Poland, Cyprus and Malta, Norway and Zimbabwe, Croatia and Austria (in this
particular order). Therefore, from the 82 countries included in our sample, the ones making the most
use of both Web 1.0 and Web 2.0 in place branding are Croatia, Cyprus, Switzerland, and Germany.



Sustainability 2020, 12, 4073 13 of 24

Figure 1. Visualizing the present adoption of Web 1.0 and Web 2.0 in country branding communication.

The regression model 1c from Table 3 accounts for 73% of the variance of the adoption of Web
1.0 in country branding communication, while the inclusion of predictors related to the country’s
geographic position improves the prediction significantly. The adoption of Web 1.0 can be predicted
based on globalization (namely, social globalization), inequality (human development, GINI, country
income category), and geographic position (namely, if the country is in Eastern Asia and the Pacific,
Europe, or the Middle East). If we compare the Beta standardized coefficients from Model 1c, we can
see that the strongest predictors of the adoption of Web 1.0 are indicators of socio-economic inequality
(the level of human development, if a country is a low-income economy or a lower-middle-income
economy). Referring only to predictors as indicators of geographic position, the fact that a country is
from Europe is the strongest one.

The regression model 2a from Table 4 accounts for 44% of the variance of the adoption of Web 2.0
in country branding communication, while the inclusion of predictors related to the socio-economic
inequality and the country’s geographic position does not improve the prediction significantly.
However, Model 2c has a statistically significant predictor, which is an indicator of geographic position.
Hence, the only identified predictors for adopting Web 2.0 in country branding communication are the
three dimensions of globalization (empowerment, web relevant content and web social globalization).
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Table 3. Predicting the future adoption of Web 1.0 in country branding communication.

Model Model 1a Model 1b Model 1c

Independent
variables Beta Sig. Beta Sig. Beta Sig.

Globalization
KOF economic globalization 0.400 0.171 0.332 0.236 0.076 0.728
KOF social globalization −0.725 0.119 −0.697 0.171 −0.962 0.019 *
KOF political globalization 0.058 0.794 0.004 0.986 −0.077 0.638
WEB universal access −0.038 0.927 −0.123 0.784 −0.022 0.953
WEB relevant content −0.489 0.449 −0.253 0.717 −0.238 0.660
WEB freedom and openness −0.352 0.245 0.078 0.824 0.523 0.119
WEB empowerment 1.237 0.034 * 0.458 0.486 0.523 0.270
Inequality
Human Development 1.768 0.015 * 1.353 0.015 *
GINI Index 0.242 0.296 0.736 0.001 *
Low-income economy 1.358 0.007 * 1.290 0.002 *
Lower-middle-income economy 1.111 0.024 * 1.054 0.007 *
Upper-middle-income economy 0.471 0.100 0.497 0.023 *

Geographic position
Americas −0.113 0.553
Eastern Asia and the Pacific 0.725 0.001 *
Europe 0.948 0.002 *
Middle East 0.539 0.008 *
Southern Asia 0.204 0.126
R2 0.176 0.367 0.376 0.138 0.734 0.000 *
R2 Change 0.176 0.367 0.201 0.097 * 0.357 0.000 *
Dependent variable: the adoption of Web 1.0 in country branding communication

* statistically significant, assuming a 90% confidence level.

Table 4. Predicting the future adoption of Web 2.0 in country branding communication.

Model Model 2a Model 2b Model 2c

Independent
variables Beta Sig. Beta Sig. Beta Sig.

Globalization
KOF economic globalization −0.248 0.300 −0.181 0.465 −0.228 0.383
KOF social globalization 0.696 0.071 * 0.746 0.102 0.917 0.056 *
KOF political globalization 0.049 0.788 0.098 0.620 0.169 0.389
WEB universal access 0.072 0.837 0.239 0.549 0.168 0.709
WEB relevant content −0.896 0.097 * −0.797 0.205 −1.212 0.069 *
WEB freedom and openness −0.024 0.922 0.048 0.879 0.194 0.621
WEB empowerment 0.939 0.049 * 0.734 0.213 0.846 0.140

Inequality
Human Development 0.096 0.876 0.236 0.815
GINI Index −0.024 0.906 0.909 0.371
Low-income economy 0.478 0.261 1.368 0.183
Lower-middle-income economy 0.201 0.632 0.363 0.719
Upper-middle-income economy 0.134 0.593 0.358 0.723

Geographic position
Americas 0.609 0.548
Eastern Asia and the Pacific 2.200 0.037 *
Europe 0.796 0.433
Middle East 0.317 0.754
Southern Asia 0.952 0.350
R2 0.442 0.002 * 0.507 0.011 * 0.620 0.013 *
R2 Change 0.442 0.002 * 0.064 0.534 0.113 0.192
Dependent variable: the adoption of Web 2.0 in country branding communication

* statistically significant, assuming a 95% confidence level.
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Testing the hypotheses:

1. As there are no country websites using the Web 2.0 facilities more than the Web 1.0 ones, it seems
that the adoption of Web 2.0 for place branding communication is conditioned by the adoption
of Web 1.0. This finding was also confirmed by the results of regressing Web 2.0 on Web 1.0
(R2 = 0.14, F (1, 80) = 13.10, p < 0.05; b = 0.375, t(80) = 3.62, p < 0.1);

2. Model 1a from Table 3 is not statistically significant (R2 = 0.176, F (7, 44) = 1.128, p > 0.05), while
Model 2a from Table 4 is (R2 = 0.442, F (7, 44) = 4.191, p < 0.1). In other words, the second
hypothesis was only partially confirmed, in the sense that the country globalization only predicts
the adoption of Web 2.0 and not the adoption of Web 2.0 for place branding communication.
However, these predictors of Web 2.0 are stronger than the previous ones;

3. The computation of R2 Change from Model 1a to Model 1b from Table 3 shows that it is not
statistically significant, which means to imply that the data does not support the hypothesis that
the socio-economic inequality in the country improves the prediction of the adoption of Web 1.0
for place branding communication based on country globalization;

4. The computation of R2 Change from Model 1b to Model 1c from Table 3 shows that it is statistically
significant, which confirms the first hypothesis that the country’s geographic position improves
the prediction of the adoption of Web 1.0 for place branding communication based on country
globalization and on country socio-economic inequality.

5. Discussion

Through this paper, we proposed a new theoretical framework of the network society as a trope
that makes visible the shape of a communication to redefine interdisciplinary online place branding
and to answer whether the global imaginary place of information is confined by the local, empirical,
geographic space. To answer the research question, we also proposed a category grid helping scholars
define and quantify the Web 1.0 and Web 2.0 components of the online presence of place brands through
content analysis. In a preliminary pilot study, we found the test-retest and inter-coder reliability of this
instrument to be strong. After applying it to analyze the content of 82 official country websites, our
results correlated with other country brand indexes, as a measure of concurrent validity. To provide
further validity-supporting evidence for our instrument, we framed it through the theory of network
society and the concept of ‘space of flows’ [18,35] and showed how the two analyzed dimensions
of place branding communication can be predicted by country-based measures of globalization,
socio-economic inequality, and geographic position. Besides proposing an instrument to assess how the
public authorities involved in place brand management choose to use official websites to communicate
a country’s online identity, we also brought arguments supporting three out of the four hypotheses we
formulated, reflecting the spatial dynamics of online place brands communication in the contemporary
global context.

To sustain an in-depth discussion about the research findings, from the point of view of the
visual presentation of place brands, the site must capture the attention of users, creating a “good
first impression” [31] (p. 104), by applying: (i) design elements: placing the logo on all pages of
the website and implementing in the Homepage a gallery of representative images (e.g., Kenya,
Namibia, Guatemala, Slovakia) and interactive maps (e.g., Botswana, Madagascar, Malawi, Aruba,
Bahamas, Dominican Republic); (ii) easy identification of the managing authority of the brand and its
representatives (e.g., Kenya, Madagascar, Zambia, Japan, Bosnia and Herzegovina). By communicating
the most relevant information (i.e., about the place, public announcements, answers to frequently
asked questions, personalized documents, depending on the audience), the design of the site must
allow quick access to them, with as little effort as possible, using features of their functionality and
adaptation to the Web 2.0 environment (e.g., South Africa, Malaysia, Norway, the Netherlands, Slovakia).
The effectiveness of the site can be improved by frequently updating information (e.g., Norway, Russian
Federation, Rwanda), fast loading of the Homepage, keeping a small size in KB (e.g., Yemen, Bhutan,
Botswana, Uruguay), and versions of the site accessible in other languages of international circulation.
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To increase the time spent online and the return rate of users, more actions must be implemented: (i) by
generating customized versions, as accessibility options: by the presence of the “text only” feature
for all sites, font size; (ii) providing access and development of user-generated content through the
integration of social media services (e.g., South Africa, Seychelles, Thailand, Switzerland, Greece)
and the promotion of place brand applications for smart terminals (e.g., Kenya, Guatemala, Panama,
Austria, Croatia, Norway, Turkey) and (iii) by implementing features or offering services different
from other brands: Live Chat or Info Line (e.g., Aruba, Bahamas, Mexico, Puerto Rico, Malaysia,
Poland), electronic newsletter (e.g., Australia, the Netherlands, Turkey, Egypt), videos (e.g., Colombia,
Ecuador, Puerto Rico, Greece) or video broadcasts via webcams (e.g., Thailand, Bulgaria, Jordan), or
personalized documents depending on the audience (e.g., Botswana, Greece, South Africa, San Marino,
Bosnia and Herzegovina).

To answer the research question whether geography is destiny for adopting Web 1.0 or Web
2.0 in place branding communication, our results converge to suggest that geographical position is
still important in conditioning the adoption of Web 1.0. This means that the top-down approach to
place branding communication (based only on fixed communication contents, such as images, sounds,
symbols, interactions, and experiences) is still confined by the local, empirical, and geographic space.
However, results show that physical space does not make a significant difference in the adoption of
Web 2.0 in comparison with the prediction power of globalization and inequality indicators. Hence,
geography is no longer destiny when place branding communication adopts a bottom-up approach,
so that the content of communication is dynamic and allows for interactions with various publics.
This component of branding communication does not depend on physical space constraints (fixed in
concepts such as cities, countries, regions), but on the globalization context and its socio-economic
effects. Even so, it should not be ignored that the adoption of Web 2.0 is predicted by a country being
in Eastern Asia or the Pacific (this predictor being the strongest one in the overall model), contexts
in which physical space is still influential. Our results also highlight that, in comparison to other
geographic regions, being a country from Europe or from Eastern Asia and the Pacific are the strongest
predictors of adopting Web 1.0 in place branding communication. These two geographic contexts
are the ones in which top-down place branding communication is more anchored to physical space
concepts, such as cities, countries or regions.

Even so, only the adoption of Web 2.0 in place branding communication follows the model of
‘space of flows’, being predicted only by dimensions of country globalization, among which WEB
empowerment is the strongest predictor, while the model including the geographical position does
not improve the prediction significantly. This means that, by knowing the difference that the Internet
makes to people and the extent to which its use by stakeholders produces positive change in society,
economy, politics and environment, one could predict the adoption of Web 2.0 in place branding
communication. In other words, the possibility of configuring a global imaginary place of information
for a dynamic and bottom-up place branding communication relies mainly on expanding the capacity
of the web to empower its publics.

The socio-economic inequalities among countries condition the adoption of Web 1.0 in place
branding communication. It is interesting to note that the strongest predictors of the adoption of
Web 1.0 in place branding communication are not the ones related to geography, but to socio-economic
inequality, namely the Human Development Index and the low-income economy. Even if geography is
still destiny in the adoption of Web 1.0, inequality is also a significant predictor. This finding supports
the conclusions of other scholars [61,62] who warned about the potential of the ‘space of flows’ to
reproduce or amplify socio-economic inequalities, despite their potential to liberate from constraints of
the local geographic space [18]. The unidirectional place branding communication is limited by the
social effects of globalization, such as inequality.

Geography is still destiny for adopting Web 1.0 in place branding communication (especially
for European countries), as well as the socio-economic inequality within the country (especially the
level of the Human Development Index), while the adoption of Web 2.0 is facilitated by the network
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society, being predicted only by the dimensions of globalization (especially the level of the WEB
empowerment sub-index). It is therefore possible for the theorizations of the advantages of the ‘space
of flows’ globalization to only be applicable for Web 2.0 (or maybe Web 3.0 in the future), as Web 1.0
is still being under the influence of the ‘space of place’ and its localized socio-economic inequalities.
The first transition from a fixed (Web 1.0) to a dynamic place brand communication (Web 2.0) is
incremental (conditioned by a place branding communication fixed in geographic concepts) and
contextual (conditioned by the access to a global communication infrastructure).

Based on these results, we can theorize farther that the second transition from a dynamic place
brand communication (Web 2.0) to a semantic one (Web 3.0) could imply migrating towards constructing
new territories of meaning which are not geographically bound nor market-oriented, but detached
from localized culturally constructed meanings, and deconstructed into new assemblages. In this way,
the geographic distance between physical spaces can be translated into the mathematical distance
between various contents so that new territories of meanings can emerge when space is imagined as a
language and communication as a movement which can be globally understood.

Moreover, as “Web 3.0 technologies facilitate cooperative processes that are integrative in the
construction of new information and meaning” [84] (p. 6), in the future, place branding communication
can migrate towards a semantic web (Web 3.0) which is a language territory in which physical distances
are distances between meanings. This movement can be imagined as an informational deconstruction
in which contents, interactions, and geographic spaces are merged and reassembled to move towards
new global understandings beyond individual, situational, and structural constraints.

Furthermore, in terms of the newest web paradigm, according to a study based on the scientific
literature published from 2009 to 2017 on Web 4.0, the concept is not clear, being “quite irregular and
mutable . . . contrarily to previous wide-accepted definitions of Web 1.0, Web 2.0 and Web 3.0” [59]
(p. 7044). The same author specifies there are five dimensions of this new web paradigm: symbiotic
Web; Web of Things; Web of social computing; pervasive Web; and ubiquitous computing. All this
enhances the impact of the social networks evolving towards an increasingly interactive web of
intelligence networks governed by artificial intelligence but it is an open debate about the development
of online place branding communication in this mixed context.

6. Conclusions

This paper aimed to create an interdisciplinary theoretical framework, based on which we
developed a new research instrument, that we applied to 82 place websites in order to answer the
research question, and applied the results to expand the proposed framework and inspire developing
further research instruments that could continue our work. The novelty of our approach resides in
proposing a different understanding of place branding communication by merging theories from
communication, marketing and sociology using language tropes as heuristics. In this way, we showed
how physical distance (from geography) can be interconnected with the distance between words,
interactional agents, and meanings (from communication) to configure an abstract space inspired
by the theory of the network society (form sociology of space) and taking into account already
existing empirical effects (place websites developed by marketers and inequality indexes used by
social scientists).

This study proposes an interdisciplinary theoretical approach for extending the marketing
literature on place branding communication by incorporating the sociological literature about the
network society and its ‘spaces of flows’. It can lay the ground for a better understanding of the future
transition to Web 3.0 in place branding communication. In this regard, we developed a theoretical
framework in which the network society can be understood as a trope that makes visible the shape of a
communication process between the local, empirical, geographic space and the global imaginary place
of information. We assumed place branding communication as a prototype of the network society,
chosen because the link between physical space and information place is already established in our
local and global imaginaries. Based on this framework, we asked whether the global imaginary place of



Sustainability 2020, 12, 4073 18 of 24

information is confined by the local, empirical, geographic space, and answered that geographical and
socio-economic inequalities confine only the adoption of top-down approaches (therefore the process
is incremental) and not the transition to bottom-up ones, conditioned mainly by social, economic,
political and informational dimensions of the globalization (therefore, the process is contextual).

The main practical contribution of this study is to propose an instrument to help scholars identify
and quantify the Web 1.0 and Web 2.0 components of the online presence of place brands and their
spatial dynamics in a broader global context. We tested the four hypotheses to show the predictive
validity of our instrument. However, a different geographical country categorization could be taken
into account in the future, as well as other globalization and socio-economic inequality indicators.

Some key limitations need to be considered. First, due to using hierarchical regression analysis,
several questions remain unanswered, particularly ones related to the complex interconnection of
the measured concepts (place branding communication, globalization, inequality, and geographic
position), in lack of testing for mediation or moderation. For future investigations, it might be
suitable to apply structural equation modeling. Secondly, the generalization of these results is
questionable, as the sampling procedure followed the country selection method used by the World
Tourism Organization [68], which might be considered limitative. Similarly, our grid could be extended
to incorporate the Web 3.0 dimension so that longitudinal analyses could be conducted in the future.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Countries and their associated web addresses selected for analysis.

No. Name of the Country Country
Code Official Web Address of the Country Brand

Africa
1 Botswana BW http://www.botswanatourism.co.bw/
2 Cameroon CM http://www.cameroun-infotourisme.com/
3 Gambia GM http://www.visitthegambia.gm/
4 Ghana GH http://www.ghanatourism.gov.gh/
5 Kenya KE http://www.magicalkenya.com/
6 Madagascar MG http://www.madagascar-tourisme.com/
7 Malawi MW http://www.malawitourism.com/
8 Mauritius MU http://www.mauritius.net
9 Namibia NA http://www.namibiatourism.com.na/
10 Rwanda RW http://www.rwandatourism.com/
11 São Tomé and Principe ST http://www.saotome.st/
12 Seychelles SC http://www.seychelles.travel
13 South Africa ZA http://www.southafrica.net/
14 Togo TG http://www.togo-tourisme.com/
15 Uganda UG http://www.visituganda.com/
16 United Republic of Tanzania TZ http://www.tanzaniatouristboard.com/
17 Zambia ZM http://www.zambiatourism.com/
18 Zimbabwe ZW http://www.zimbabwetourism.net

http://www.botswanatourism.co.bw/
http://www.cameroun-infotourisme.com/
http://www.visitthegambia.gm/
http://www.ghanatourism.gov.gh/
http://www.magicalkenya.com/
http://www.madagascar-tourisme.com/
http://www.malawitourism.com/
http://www.mauritius.net
http://www.namibiatourism.com.na/
http://www.rwandatourism.com/
http://www.saotome.st/
http://www.seychelles.travel
http://www.southafrica.net/
http://www.togo-tourisme.com/
http://www.visituganda.com/
http://www.tanzaniatouristboard.com/
http://www.zambiatourism.com/
http://www.zimbabwetourism.net
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Table A1. Cont.

No. Name of the Country Country
Code Official Web Address of the Country Brand

Americas
19 Argentina AR http://www.turismo.gov.ar/
20 Aruba AW http://www.aruba.com
21 Bahamas BS http://www.bahamas.com/
22 Colombia CO http://www.colombia.travel/
23 Dominican Republic DO http://www.godominicanrepublic.com/
24 Ecuador EC http://ecuador.travel/
25 El Salvador SV http://www.elsalvador.travel
26 Guatemala GT http://www.visitguatemala.com/
27 Honduras HN http://www.letsgohonduras.com/
28 Jamaica JM http://www.visitjamaica.com
29 Mexico MX http://www.visitmexico.com/
30 Panama PA http://www.visitpanama.com/
31 Puerto Rico PR http://www.seepuertorico.com/
32 United States of America US https://www.thebrandusa.com/
33 Uruguay UY http://www.turismo.gub.uy/

Eastern Asia and the Pacific
34 Australia AU http://www.australia.com
35 Brunei Darussalam BN http://www.bruneitourism.travel/
36 Japan JP http://www.jnto.go.jp/
37 Macao MO http://www.macautourism.gov.mo/
38 Malaysia MY http://tourism.gov.my/
39 Mongolia MN http://www.travelmongolia.org/
40 Myanmar MM http://www.tourismmyanmar.org/
41 Republic of Korea KR http://www.visitkorea.or.kr/
42 Thailand TH http://www.tourismthailand.org/
43 Vanuatu VU http://vanuatu.travel/
44 Vietnam VN http://www.vietnamtourism.com/

Europe
45 Armenia AM http://www.armeniainfo.am/
46 Austria AT http://www.austria.info/
47 Azerbaijan AZ http://azerbaijan.travel
48 Belarus BY http://eng.belarustourism.by/
49 Bosnia and Herzegovina BA http://www.bhtourism.ba
50 Bulgaria BG http://bulgariatravel.org/
51 Croatia HR http://www.croatia.hr
52 Cyprus CY http://www.visitcyprus.com
53 Czechia CZ http://www.czech.cz
54 France FR https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/
55 Georgia GE http://www.georgia.travel/
56 Germany DE http://www.germany.travel
57 Greece GR http://www.visitgreece.gr/
58 Israel IL http://www.visitisrael.gov.il
59 Malta MT http://www.visitmalta.com/
60 Monaco MC http://www.visitmonaco.com
61 Montenegro ME http://www.montenegro.travel
62 Netherlands NL http://www.holland.com
63 Norway NO http://www.visitnorway.com/
64 Poland PL http://www.poland.travel
65 Republic of North Macedonia MK http://www.macedonia-timeless.com/
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http://www.colombia.travel/
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http://www.seepuertorico.com/
https://www.thebrandusa.com/
http://www.turismo.gub.uy/
http://www.australia.com
http://www.bruneitourism.travel/
http://www.jnto.go.jp/
http://www.macautourism.gov.mo/
http://tourism.gov.my/
http://www.travelmongolia.org/
http://www.tourismmyanmar.org/
http://www.visitkorea.or.kr/
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http://www.bhtourism.ba
http://bulgariatravel.org/
http://www.croatia.hr
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http://www.czech.cz
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/
http://www.georgia.travel/
http://www.germany.travel
http://www.visitgreece.gr/
http://www.visitisrael.gov.il
http://www.visitmalta.com/
http://www.visitmonaco.com
http://www.montenegro.travel
http://www.holland.com
http://www.visitnorway.com/
http://www.poland.travel
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Table A1. Cont.

No. Name of the Country Country
Code Official Web Address of the Country Brand

66 Romania RO http://www.romaniatourism.com/
67 Russian Federation RU http://www.russiatourism.ru
68 San Marino SM http://www.visitsanmarino.com
69 Slovakia SK http://www.slovakia.travel
70 Spain ES http://www.spain.info/
71 Switzerland CH http://www.myswitzerland.com
72 Turkey TR http://www.goturkey.com/

Middle East
73 Egypt EG http://www.egypt.travel/
74 Jordan JO http://www.tourism.jo/
75 Oman OM http://www.destinationoman.com/
76 Palestine PS http://www.travelpalestine.ps
77 Qatar QA http://www.qatartourism.gov.qa/
78 Yemen YE http://www.yementourism.com/

Southern Asia
79 Bhutan BT http://www.tourism.gov.bt/
80 Islamic Republic of Iran IR http://www.ichto.ir/
81 Maldives MV http://www.visitmaldives.com/
82 Pakistan PK http://www.tourism.gov.pk

Table A2. Number and distribution of countries by geographical region.

Geographical
Regions

Number of Countries on
UNTWO Website by

Regions

Procent of Countries on
UNTWO Website by

Regions

Number of Countries
Established for Analysis

after Application of
Selection Criteria

Procent of Countries
Established for Analysis

after Application of
Selection Criteria

Africa 49 29.88 18 21.95
Americas 25 15.24 15 18.29

East Asia and the
Pacific 21 12.80 11 13.41

Europe 46 28.05 28 34.15
Middle East 14 8.54 6 7.32

Southern Region of
Asia 9 5.49 4 4.88

TOTAL 164 100% 82 100%

Table A3. Online characteristics of country brands associated with the adoption of Web 1.0 or Web 2.0
in place branding communication.

Adoption of Web 1.0 Adoption of Web 2.0

Variable Name Variable Description Variable Name Variable Description

CBRAND4 Image gallery CBRAND5 Place maps

CMBRAND1 News (section) CMBRAND5 Weather forecast Plug-in

CMBRAND2 Events calendar INFASC1 Booking opportunities (Rentals,
shopping, reservations, orders)

CMBRAND3 Name of the public authority
which manages the place brand INFASC2 Bookmark and Share buttons

CMBRAND4 Name of board members of the
managing public authority INFLAT1 Clickable useful links

INFDESC1
General information about the
place (e.g., history, main
objectives, attractions)

INASINC1
Option to download (e.g., .pdf
document, wallpaper, screen
saver)

INFDESC2 Customized information for target
audiences (e.g., brochures) INASINC4 Online form for feedback or

contact

INFDESC3 Public announcements (e.g., Press
Releases, Newsletters) INASINC5 Subscribe to a service (e.g.,

Newsletter)

http://www.romaniatourism.com/
http://www.russiatourism.ru
http://www.visitsanmarino.com
http://www.slovakia.travel
http://www.spain.info/
http://www.myswitzerland.com
http://www.goturkey.com/
http://www.egypt.travel/
http://www.tourism.jo/
http://www.destinationoman.com/
http://www.travelpalestine.ps
http://www.qatartourism.gov.qa/
http://www.yementourism.com/
http://www.tourism.gov.bt/
http://www.ichto.ir/
http://www.visitmaldives.com/
http://www.tourism.gov.pk
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Table A3. Cont.

Adoption of Web 1.0 Adoption of Web 2.0

INFDESC4
Frequently Asked Questions
(F.A.Q., Travel Tips, Good to
know)

INASINC6 Sign up as a member

INFDESC5 Contact information (address,
phone number, e-mail address) INASINC7 Complete an online poll or

another voting system

INASINC2 Search option INSINC1 Live Chat with staff member

INASINC3 Way of contact INSINC2
Social media connection (e.g.,
Twitter, Facebook, Instagram,
Google+, Pinterest)

MULTIM1 Flashiness (graphics emphasis,
e.g., .jpeg, .gif, .png) INSINC3 Smart applications

NAVIG1 Advice to ease the navigation on
the website MULTIM2

Dynamism (multimedia
properties)—Presence of audio
materials

NAVIG2 Homepage icon on every page MULTIM3
Dynamism (multimedia
properties)—Presence of video
materials

NAVIG3 Menu bar on every page MULTIM4
Dynamism (multimedia
properties)—Live casts or live
webcam transmissions

NAVIG4 Website index ACCES3 Translations into other languages
of the site
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