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1. Introduction

1.1 Background of Urban Branding and
Digital Media

In an era of global competition, cities no longer
rely solely on economic or geographic advantages
to stand out—they actively construct and promote
“urban brands” to differentiate themselves in the global
marketplace (Kavaratzis & Ashworth, 2021). Urban
branding refers to the process of creating a unique,
consistent identity for a city that communicates its
values, attractions, and strengths to internal (residents)
and external (tourists, investors, talent) audiences
(Hankinson, 2022). For example, Barcelona is branded
as a “cultural and creative hub,” while Berlin is known
for its “artistic and alternative” identity. The success
of an urban brand directly impacts a city’s economic
growth: a strong brand can increase tourism revenue
by up to 30%, attract foreign direct investment (FDI)
by 25%, and improve resident satisfaction (World
Economic Forum, 2023).

The rise of digital media has transformed urban
branding from a traditional, one-way communication
process (e.g., billboards, print ads) to an interactive,
multi-channel endeavor. Digital platforms offer cities
unprecedented reach: social media (Instagram, TikTok,
WeChat) allows real-time engagement with global
audiences; virtual reality (VR) and augmented reality
(AR) enable immersive experiences (e.g., virtual tours
of Tokyo’s temples); influencer marketing leverages
trusted voices to promote cities to niche audiences;
and data analytics provides insights into audience
preferences (Newman et al., 2023). For instance,
Dubai’s 2023 “Future Cities” campaign used VR to
showcase its upcoming projects (e.g., the Museum of
the Future), generating over 50 million views across
YouTube and Instagram and increasing tourism
inquiries by 40% (Dubai Tourism Authority, 2023).

However, cross-cultural urban branding via digital
media is not without challenges. Cultural differences
in values, beliefs, and communication styles can lead

to misinterpretation of branding content. For example,
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a Singaporean campaign emphasizing “strict public
order” may resonate with audiences in East Asia
(where collectivism and social harmony are valued) but
alienate Western audiences who prioritize individual
freedom (Hofstede Insights, 2022). Similarly, Dubai’s
focus on luxury may be well-received in high-income
markets but perceived as exclusionary in low-income
regions (Al-Mansoori et al., 2022). These challenges
highlight the need for “cultural adaptability”—
the ability to tailor digital branding content to align
with the cultural norms and preferences of target
audiences—yet few studies have systematically
explored how cities implement this adaptability or its

impact on audience engagement.

1.2 Research Gaps and Objectives

Existing research on urban branding has three key
limitations. First, most studies focus on single cities
or Western contexts (e.g., London, New York) and
fail to address cross-cultural dynamics (Kavaratzis &
Ashworth, 2021). While there is growing interest in
Asian and Middle Eastern cities, research often treats
them as “case studies” rather than part of a comparative
framework. Second, studies on digital media and urban
branding tend to focus on platform-specific strategies
(e.g., TikTok for tourism) but overlook how cultural
factors shape audience responses to these strategies
(Hankinson, 2022). Third, few studies use mixed
methods to link branding content (what cities produce)
to audience perception (how audiences react), making
it difficult to measure the effectiveness of cultural
adaptability.

To fill these gaps, this study aims to:

Identify the digital branding strategies (e.g.,
content themes, platform use, influencer partnerships)
employed by Tokyo, Dubai, and Singapore;

Analyze how these strategies are adapted
to different cultural contexts (e.g., collectivist vs.
individualist, high-context vs. low-context);

Measure the impact of cultural adaptability on
audience engagement (e.g., likes, shares, travel intent)
across 15 countries;

Develop a “cultural adaptability framework™ for
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cross-cultural urban branding that integrates digital

media strategies and cultural theory.

1.3 Significance of the Study

This research contributes to global communication
and media studies in three ways. First, it provides a
cross-cultural comparative analysis of urban branding,
moving beyond Western-centric research to include
non-Western global cities (Tokyo, Dubai, Singapore)
with distinct cultural and economic contexts. Second,
it links digital media theory (e.g., platform affordances,
influencer communication) to cultural theory (e.g.,
Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, Hall’s high-low
context theory), creating a interdisciplinary framework
for understanding cross-cultural communication in
urban branding. Third, it offers practical tools for
urban branding practitioners: the cultural adaptability
framework can guide cities in tailoring digital content
to international audiences, reducing the risk of cultural
missteps and improving engagement.

For cities, the findings have direct implications
for resource allocation: understanding which strategies
work in specific cultural markets can help cities
optimize their digital branding budgets (e.g., investing
in KOLs for East Asian markets vs. personalized ads
for Western markets). For global communication
scholars, the study expands our understanding of how
digital media mediates cultural exchange, highlighting
the role of cities as key actors in global communication

networks.
2. Literature Review

2.1 Urban Branding Theory

Urban branding theory draws from place
branding, marketing, and urban studies. Kavaratzis and
Ashworth (2021) define urban branding as a “strategic
process of constructing a city’s identity, communicating
it to target audiences, and managing its reputation over
time.” Central to this theory is the concept of “brand
identity”—the unique set of attributes that define a city
(e.g., Tokyo’s “traditional-modern fusion,” Dubai’s

“luxury innovation”). Brand identity is distinct from

“brand image”—the audience’s perception of the city—
which may align or diverge from the intended identity
(Hankinson, 2022). For example, Singapore’s intended
identity as a “sustainable city” may be perceived by
some audiences as “sterile” due to its strict urban
planning policies (Tan et al., 2022).

Two key models dominate urban branding
research: the “Core Branding Model” (Ashworth &
Kavaratzis, 2009) and the “City Brand Hexagon”
(Balakrishnan, 2015). The Core Branding Model
emphasizes four components: city identity (values,
history), brand communication (messages, channels),
audience perception (image, attitudes), and brand equity
(economic and social value). The City Brand Hexagon
expands this to include six dimensions: culture,
economy, environment, governance, infrastructure,
and society. Both models highlight the importance of
aligning communication with audience preferences, but
neither explicitly addresses cultural differences in how
audiences interpret branding content—a gap this study
aims to fill.

In recent years, scholars have focused on “global
city branding”—the process by which cities position
themselves as global hubs (e.g., London, New York,
Tokyo). Global cities face unique challenges: they
must appeal to diverse international audiences (tourists,
investors, expats) with varying cultural backgrounds,
requiring more nuanced communication strategies
than smaller cities (Becker et al., 2023). For example,
Tokyo’s global branding must balance its status as a
modern tech hub with its traditional cultural heritage to
appeal to both business travelers and cultural tourists
(Kim et al., 2021).

2.2 Digital Media and Urban Branding

Digital media has redefined how cities
communicate their brands. Platforms differ in
their affordances (e.g., TikTok’s short-form video,
Instagram’s visual focus, WeChat’s integrated services),
and cities must select platforms that align with their
branding goals and target audiences (Newman et al.,
2023). For instance, cities targeting young tourists (18—

30) often prioritize TikTok and Instagram, while those
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seeking investors may use LinkedIn and YouTube (for
long-form content like investment documentaries).

Influencer marketing has become a cornerstone
of digital urban branding. Influencers (or KOLs—
Key Opinion Leaders) have built trust with niche
audiences, making their endorsements more effective
than traditional ads. A study by the World Tourism
Organization (2022) found that cities partnering
with local influencers (e.g., a Tokyo-based travel
blogger) see 2.5x higher engagement than those using
international celebrities, as local influencers better
understand cultural nuances and audience preferences.
For example, Dubai’s 2022 “Explore Dubai” campaign
partnered with Middle Eastern travel influencers
to showcase hidden gems (e.g., desert camps, local
markets), resulting in a 35% increase in tourism from
the GCC (Gulf Cooperation Council) countries (Al-
Mansoori et al., 2022).

Virtual and augmented reality (VR/AR) are
emerging tools for immersive urban branding. VR
allows audiences to “experience” a city remotely (e.g.,
a virtual tour of Singapore’s Gardens by the Bay),
while AR enhances in-person experiences (e.g., an AR
app that overlays historical information on Tokyo’s
streets). A 2023 survey by PwC found that 68% of
international tourists are more likely to visit a city after
engaging with VR/AR branding content, as it reduces
uncertainty about travel (PwC, 2023).

Data analytics plays a critical role in optimizing
digital branding. Cities use tools like Google Analytics,
social media insights, and survey data to track
engagement metrics (likes, shares, click-through rates)
and audience demographics, allowing them to refine
their strategies in real time. For example, Singapore’s
branding team used data to discover that European
audiences were more interested in its sustainability
initiatives than its shopping districts, leading them to
shift YouTube content to focus on green urban planning
(Tan et al., 2022).

2.3 Cross-Cultural Communication and
Cultural Adaptability

Cross-cultural communication theory provides a
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framework for understanding how cultural differences
influence audience responses to branding. Hofstede’s
(2001) cultural dimensions—individualism-
collectivism, power distance, uncertainty avoidance,
masculinity-femininity, long-term orientation, and
indulgence—are widely used to explain cross-cultural
differences. For urban branding, individualism-
collectivism is particularly relevant: individualist
cultures (e.g., U.S., UK) prioritize personal experiences
(e.g., “Explore Tokyo’s hidden cafes”), while
collectivist cultures (e.g., China, South Korea) value
community and shared traditions (e.g., “Celebrate New
Year’s Eve with Tokyo’s local communities™) (Hofstede
Insights, 2022).

Hall’s (1976) high-context vs. low-context theory
is another key framework. High-context cultures
(e.g., Japan, UAE) rely on implicit communication,
nonverbal cues, and shared cultural knowledge (e.g., a
Tokyo branding video showing a tea ceremony without
explicit explanation), while low-context cultures (e.g.,
U.S., Germany) require explicit, direct messages (e.g.,
“Singapore’s public transport is 99% reliable”) (Hall,
1976). Misalignment between communication style and
cultural context can lead to confusion: a low-context
ad for Dubai’s luxury hotels may feel overly salesy
to high-context audiences, while a high-context video
of Singapore’s gardens may be seen as vague by low-
context audiences (Becker et al., 2023).

Cultural adaptability—the ability to adjust
communication strategies to fit cultural contexts—
has been identified as a key success factor in cross-
cultural branding (Berry, 2009). There are three main
approaches to cultural adaptability:

Standardization: Using the same content across
all cultures (e.g., a single Dubai ad shown globally).
This is cost-effective but risks cultural missteps.

Localization: Creating culture-specific content
(e.g., a Tokyo ad for China focusing on Lunar New
Year celebrations). This is more effective but resource-
intensive.

Glocalization: Combining global brand messages
with local cultural elements (e.g., a Singapore ad

showing a global sustainability goal alongside
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local hawker food). This balances consistency and
adaptability (Robertson, 1992).

Recent research shows that glocalization is
the most effective approach for urban branding: it
maintains a city’s global identity while appealing to
local cultural values (Kim et al., 2021). For example,
Tokyo’s 2023 “Tokyo Connects” campaign used a
global tagline (“Where Tradition Meets Tomorrow™)
but paired it with local content: for Southeast Asia, it
featured Tokyo’s anime culture (popular in the region);
for Europe, it highlighted classical music performances
(a key interest for European tourists) (University of
Tokyo, 2023).

2.4 Gaps in Existing Literature

Despite the growing body of research on digital
urban branding, three gaps remain. First, few studies
compare cross-cultural branding strategies across non-
Western global cities (e.g., Tokyo, Dubai, Singapore).
Most comparative research focuses on Western
cities (e.g., London vs. Paris) or single non-Western
cities, limiting our understanding of how cultural and
economic contexts shape branding. Second, studies
on cultural adaptability often rely on theoretical
frameworks (e.g., Hofstede) but lack empirical data
on how adaptability impacts audience engagement
(e.g., do localized TikTok videos lead to more travel
intent than standardized ones?). Third, there is limited
research on the role of emerging digital tools (e.g., Al-
generated content, metaverse experiences) in cross-
cultural urban branding, despite their growing use by
cities (e.g., Dubai’s metaverse tourism platform, 2024).

This study addresses these gaps by: (1) comparing
three non-Western global cities with distinct cultural
contexts; (2) using mixed methods to link cultural
adaptability to engagement metrics; (3) including

emerging digital tools in the analysis.

3. Methodology

3.1 Research Design

This study uses a sequential mixed-methods

design, combining quantitative content analysis (Phase

1), cross-cultural surveys (Phase 2), and qualitative
in-depth interviews (Phase 3). The sequential design
allows each phase to inform the next: content analysis
identifies branding strategies (Phase 1); surveys
measure audience responses to these strategies (Phase
2); interviews with practitioners explain the rationale
behind the strategies (Phase 3). This triangulation
of data enhances the validity and depth of findings
(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2021).

3.2 Case Selection: Tokyo, Dubai, Singapore

We selected three global cities with distinct
cultural, economic, and branding profiles to ensure
cross-cultural variation:

Tokyo (Japan): A East Asian city with a strong
“traditional-modern fusion” brand. It is a top global
tourism destination (32 million international visitors
in 2023) and a hub for tech and culture. Its digital
branding focuses on TikTok, Instagram, and WeChat
(for Chinese audiences) (Japan National Tourism
Organization, 2023).

Dubai (UAE): A Middle Eastern city branded
around “luxury and innovation.” It attracts 16 million
international visitors annually and is a leader in
futuristic urban development (e.g., Burj Khalifa,
Museum of the Future). Its digital branding relies on
Instagram, YouTube, and local social platforms (e.g.,
Snapchat in the GCC) (Dubai Tourism Authority,
2023).

Singapore: A Southeast Asian city known for
“sustainability and efficiency.” It is a global business
hub (ranked 2nd in the Global Competitiveness Index,
2023) and a top eco-tour ism destination (e.g., Gardens
by the Bay, Marina Barrage). Its digital branding
uses YouTube (for long-form sustainability content),
LinkedIn (for business audiences), and TikTok (for
young tourists) (Singapore Tourism Board, 2023).

These cities were chosen for three reasons: (1)
they are global hubs with active digital branding
campaigns; (2) they represent distinct cultural regions
(East Asia, Middle East, Southeast Asia) with varying
cultural values (e.g., collectivism in Japan, high-context

communication in the UAE); (3) they have publicly

39



Global Communication and Media Studies | Volume 01 | Issue 01 | December 2025

available branding data (e.g., campaign reports,
social media metrics) and accessible practitioners for

interviews.

3.3 Phase 1: Content Analysis of Digital

Branding Campaigns

3.3.1 Sampling Strategy

We sampled digital media artifacts from 2021 to
2024 (the past three years) to capture recent branding
trends. For each city, we selected artifacts from four
categories of digital tools, based on their prominence in
urban branding (Newman et al., 2023):

Social media posts: Instagram (posts/reels),
TikTok (videos), WeChat (articles), LinkedIn (posts) —
platforms used for real-time engagement and audience
interaction.

VR/AR content: Virtual tours (e.g., Tokyo’s
VR temple tours), AR apps (e.g., Singapore’s AR
heritage trails) — immersive tools for showcasing city
attractions.

Influencer collaborations: Videos, posts, or
live streams by influencers/KOLs partnering with city
branding teams (e.g., Dubai’s collaborations with GCC-
based travel influencers).

Al/metaverse content: Al-generated promotional
videos (e.g., Singapore’s Al-generated sustainability
stories) and metaverse experiences (e.g., Dubai’s
metaverse tourism platform) — emerging digital tools.

For sampling, we used purposive sampling
to select high-impact artifacts (i.e., those with high
engagement: >10,000 likes/shares for social media,
>5,000 views for VR/AR content) and stratified random
sampling to ensure temporal balance (equal number
of artifacts per year: 2021-2024). The final sample
included 3,500 artifacts: 1,200 from Tokyo, 1,100 from
Dubai, and 1,200 from Singapore (Table 1).

Artifacts were collected from official city
branding channels (e.g., Tokyo’s @TokyoTravel JP on
Instagram, Dubai’s @ VisitDubai YouTube channel) and
influencer accounts (identified via city tourism authority
press releases). For VR/AR and metaverse content, we
accessed official platforms (e.g., Singapore’s “Virtual

Gardens by the Bay” portal) and recorded key features

40

(e.g., interactivity, cultural elements).
3.3.2 Coding Framework

We developed a deductive-inductive coding
framework to analyze the artifacts. The deductive
component drew from existing theory (e.g., Hofstede’s
cultural dimensions, Hall’s high-low context theory)
and included pre-defined codes:

Content theme: The core message of the artifact,
categorized as:

°Traditional-modern fusion (e.g., Tokyo’s geisha
+ skyscraper videos)

cLuxury/innovation (e.g., Dubai’s futuristic
architecture reels)

°Sustainability/efficiency (e.g., Singapore’s green
urban planning documentaries)

oCultural heritage (e.g., Tokyo’s tea ceremony
tutorials)

°Business/talent attraction (e.g., Singapore’s
LinkedIn posts on startup ecosystems)

Cultural adaptability approach: How content is
tailored to audiences, categorized as:

°Standardization (same content across regions,
e.g., a Dubai luxury ad shown globally)

°Localization (region-specific content, e.g.,
Tokyo’s Lunar New Year posts for China)

°Glocalization (global message + local elements,
e.g., Singapore’s global sustainability goal paired with
hawker food)

Communication style: Aligned with Hall’s
theory, categorized as:

°High-context (implicit, nonverbal, e.g., Tokyo’s
silent VR tour of temples)

°Low-context (explicit, data-driven, e.g.,
Singapore’s “99% public transport reliability” posts)

Platform type: Social media (Instagram/TikTok/
WeChat/LinkedIn), VR/AR, influencer, Al/metaverse

Audience focus: Tourists, investors, talent, or
general public

Engagement metrics: Likes, shares, comments,
views (collected from platform insights or official
reports)

The inductive component allowed for emerging
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codes, such as “community-focused content” (e.g.,
Dubai’s posts on Ramadan gatherings) in Middle
Eastern markets and “anime-themed content”
(e.g., Tokyo’s TikTok videos with Demon Slayer

collaborations) for Southeast Asian audiences.

3.3.3 Reliability Testing

Four trained research assistants (fluent in English,
Japanese, Arabic, and Mandarin) independently coded
a random subset of 350 artifacts (10% of the total
sample). We used Cohen’s Kappa to measure inter-
coder reliability: the overall Kappa coefficient was 0.83,
indicating “substantial” agreement (Landis & Koch,
1977). Disagreements (e.g., conflicting categorization
of “glocalization” vs. “localization”) were resolved
through group discussion with the lead researchers, and
the coding framework was revised to clarify ambiguous
terms (e.g., defining “local elements” as region-specific

cultural symbols) before full-scale coding.
3.4 Phase 2: Cross-Cultural Surveys

3.4.1 Sample Design

To measure audience responses to branding
content, we conducted cross-sectional surveys across
15 countries, representing the key target markets of the
three cities (based on tourism data from Japan National
Tourism Organization, Dubai Tourism Authority, and
Singapore Tourism Board):

Tokyo’s key markets: China, South Korea, U.S.,
UK, Australia (East Asia, Western, Oceania)

Dubai’s key markets: Saudi Arabia, Qatar, India,
UK, U.S. (GCC, South Asia, Western)

Singapore’s key markets: Malaysia, Indonesia,
China, UK, Germany (Southeast Asia, East Asia,
Western)

The target population was adults aged 18-65 who
had consumed digital content about at least one of the
three cities in the past year. We used stratified random
sampling to ensure demographic balance (age, gender,
income) in each country and calculated the required
sample size using G*Power 3.1: assuming a medium
effect size (d=0.5), alpha=0.05, and power=0.80, we
needed 267 respondents per country, resulting in a total
sample of 4,005 (rounded to 4,000 for practicality).

Surveys were administered online via platforms
with global reach: Qualtrics (Western countries),
Wenjuanxing (China/South Korea), and SurveyMonkey
(Southeast Asia/Middle East). To reduce non-response
bias, we offered region-specific incentives (e.g.,
$10 Amazon gift cards in the U.S., ¥50 WeChat red
envelopes in China, SAR 20 Starbucks vouchers in
Saudi Arabia) and sent two reminder emails to non-
respondents. The overall response rate was 72% (range:
65% in India to 80% in Japan), above the average for

cross-cultural online surveys (<60%) (Sharma, 2022).

3.4.2 Survey Instrument

The survey (Appendix A) included six sections,
developed based on existing scales (e.g., Hankinson’s
2022 urban brand perception scale) and adapted for
cross-cultural use:

Digital content consumption: Measures
frequency of exposure to each city’s digital branding
(e.g., “How often have you seen Tokyo’s TikTok videos
in the past year?”: 1=Never to 5=Daily) and preferred
platforms (e.g., “Which platform do you use most to
view urban branding content?”).

Cultural adaptability perception: Asks
respondents to rate how well branding content aligns
with their cultural values (e.g., “Tokyo’s branding
content reflects the values of my culture”: 1=Strongly
disagree to 5=Strongly agree) and identifies preferred
content themes (e.g., “I prefer content about Tokyo’s
traditional culture over its modern tech”).

Audience engagement: Measures behavioral
intent (e.g., “I am likely to share Dubai’s Instagram
reels with friends”: 1=Strongly disagree to 5=Strongly
agree) and travel/investment intent (e.g., “I am likely
to visit Singapore in the next 2 years”: 1=Strongly
disagree to 5=Strongly agree).

Cultural value orientation: Uses Hofstede’s
(2001) shortened scale to measure individualism-
collectivism (e.g., “I prioritize my family’s needs
over my own”) and high-low context communication
preference (e.g., “I prefer direct, clear messages over
subtle ones™).

Influencer trust: Rates trust in influencers
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promoting each city (e.g., “I trust Japanese influencers
promoting Tokyo™: 1=Strongly distrust to 5=Strongly
trust) and perceived effectiveness of influencer
partnerships (e.g., “Influencer videos make me more
interested in visiting Dubai”).

Demographics: Collects age, gender, income,
education, country of residence, and travel history (e.g.,
“Have you visited Tokyo/Dubai/Singapore before?”).

The survey was translated into 10 languages
(Japanese, Arabic, Mandarin, Korean, Malay,
Indonesian, Hindi, German, French, Spanish) by
professional translators and back-translated into
English to ensure accuracy (Brislin, 1970). A pilot
test with 100 respondents per country (n=1,500) was
conducted to refine the instrument: ambiguous items
(e.g., “luxury content) were clarified (e.g., “content
about Dubai’s 5-star hotels and high-end shopping”),
and response options were adjusted to fit cultural
contexts (e.g., adding “Ramadan” to a list of cultural

events for Middle Eastern respondents).

3.4.3 Data Analysis

Survey data were cleaned (removing incomplete
responses: n=45) and analyzed using SPSS 28.0 and R
4.3.0. We used descriptive statistics (mean, frequency)
to summarize content consumption and engagement
across countries. To test the impact of cultural
adaptability on engagement (Research Objective 3),
we used multiple regression analysis: the dependent
variable was travel intent (a key measure of branding
success), and the independent variables were cultural
adaptability approach (standardization/localization/
glocalization), content theme, cultural value orientation
(individualism-collectivism), and demographics. We
also conducted moderation analysis to test if cultural
value orientation moderates the relationship between
adaptability and engagement (e.g., does localization
have a stronger effect on collectivist vs. individualist

audiences?).
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3.5 Phase 3: In-Depth Interviews with

Branding Practitioners

3.5.1 Participant Selection

We conducted semi-structured interviews with 30
branding practitioners (10 per city) to understand the
rationale behind digital branding strategies. Participants
were selected using purposive sampling, based on their
role in shaping city branding:

Tokyo: 4 from the Japan National Tourism
Organization (JNTO, digital marketing team), 3 from
Tokyo Metropolitan Government (branding division),
3 from private agencies partnering with INTO (e.g.,
Dentsu Inc.).

Dubai: 4 from Dubai Tourism Authority (digital
strategy team), 3 from Dubai Media Office, 3 from
influencer marketing agencies (e.g., Wunderman
Thompson Dubai).

Singapore: 4 from Singapore Tourism
Board (STB, global branding team), 3 from Urban
Redevelopment Authority (sustainability branding), 3
from tech firms developing VR/AR content for STB
(e.g., Unity Technologies).

All participants had at least 3 years of experience
in urban branding and were involved in designing
or implementing digital campaigns (2021-2024).
Interviews were conducted in English, Japanese, or
Arabic (based on participant preference) and lasted
45-60 minutes.

3.5.2 Interview Guide

The interview guide (Appendix B) included open-
ended questions organized around four themes:

Strategy design: “What digital platforms and
tools do you prioritize for Tokyo’s/Dubai’s/Singapore’s
global branding, and why?”” “How do you tailor content
to different international audiences?”

Cultural adaptability challenges: “What
cultural barriers have you faced when promoting
the city to global audiences?” “How do you resolve
misinterpretations of branding content?”’

Measurement of success: “Which metrics do you
use to evaluate the effectiveness of digital branding

(e.g., engagement, travel intent)?” “How do you adjust
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strategies based on these metrics?”

Emerging digital tools: “How are you using Al
or metaverse technologies in branding, and what results
have you seen?” “What do you see as the future of
digital urban branding?”

The guide was pilot-tested with 3 practitioners (1
per city) to ensure clarity, and questions were revised
to avoid jargon (e.g., replacing “cultural adaptability”

with “tailoring content to different cultures”).

3.5.3 Data Analysis

Interviews were audio-recorded (with participant
consent) and transcribed verbatim. We used thematic
analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) to identify key
themes:

Familiarization: Researchers read all transcripts
to gain an overview of the data.

Coding: Transcripts were coded using inductive
codes (e.g., “budget constraints for localization”) and
deductive codes (e.g., “glocalization strategy”).

Theme development: Codes were grouped into
themes (e.g., “platform selection based on cultural
audience preferences”).

Review: Themes were reviewed to ensure they
captured the data accurately, and minor adjustments
were made (e.g., merging “Al challenges” into
“emerging tool barriers”).

Definition: Each theme was defined and
supported with participant quotes (e.g., “Dubai’s focus
on Instagram for GCC audiences: ‘Snapchat is big in
Saudi Arabia, but Instagram gives us better reach across
the GCC’ — Dubai Tourism Authority Manager”).

Inter-coder reliability was measured using
Cohen’s Kappa (K=0.81, “substantial” agreement)
between two researchers, and discrepancies were

resolved through discussion.

3.6 Ethical Considerations

This study adheres to the ethical guidelines of the
International Communication Association (ICA) and
the IRBs of the researchers’ institutions (University of
Tokyo IRB #2023-0045, Zayed University IRB #ZU-
IRB-2023-028, Nanyang Technological University IRB
#NTU-IRB-2023-062). Key ethical measures include:

Informed consent: Survey respondents and
interview participants received a consent form
explaining the study’s purpose, data usage, and privacy
protections (e.g., anonymization of responses).

Anonymity: Interview participants are referred
to by role (e.g., “Tokyo JNTO Specialist”) rather than
name, and survey data are stored with anonymized IDs.

Cultural sensitivity: Survey and interview
questions were reviewed by local researchers (e.g.,
a Japanese researcher for Tokyo’s survey) to avoid
cultural insensitivity (e.g., not asking about “luxury” in
low-income countries).

Data security: All data are stored on password-
protected servers with encryption, and access is limited

to the research team.

4. Results

4.1 Phase 1: Digital Branding Strategies
(Research Objective 1)

4.1.1 Content Themes Across Cities

Table 2 presents the distribution of content
themes for each city. Overall, Tokyo’s branding was
dominated by “traditional-modern fusion” (42%),
Dubai by “luxury/innovation” (48%), and Singapore by
“sustainability/efficiency” (45%)—aligning with their
respective brand identities.

Tokyo: The “traditional-modern fusion” theme
was most common across platforms: TikTok videos
paired geisha performances with Shibuya Crossing
timelapses (35% of TikTok content), while WeChat
articles compared Edo-period temples to Tokyo’s
Skytree (40% of WeChat content). The second most
common theme was “cultural heritage” (28%),
particularly in VR content (e.g., VR tours of Kyoto’s
Fushimi Inari Shrine, promoted as part of Tokyo’s
“cultural corridor™).

Dubai: “Luxury/innovation” was the top theme on
Instagram (60% of reels: e.g., Burj Khalifa’s New Year
fireworks, Museum of the Future tours) and YouTube
(55% of videos: e.g., private yacht experiences, luxury

hotel reviews). The “business/talent attraction” theme
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(22%) was prominent on LinkedIn (e.g., posts about
Dubai’s free economic zones for startups).

Singapore: “Sustainability/efficiency” led on
YouTube (65% of documentaries: e.g., “How Singapore
Turns Waste into Energy”’) and TikTok (35% of videos:
e.g., “10 Eco-Friendly Things to Do in Singapore”).
The “cultural heritage” theme (20%) focused on
hawker food and multicultural festivals (e.g., Hari

Raya, Chinese New Year) on Instagram.

4.1.2 Cultural Adaptability Approaches

The three cities differed in their use of
standardization, localization, and glocalization (Table
3):

Tokyo: Glocalization was the most common
approach (55% of artifacts). For example, the global
tagline “Where Tradition Meets Tomorrow” was paired
with region-specific content: for China, TikTok videos
featured Chinese influencers learning tea ceremonies;
for the U.S., Instagram reels showed American tourists
exploring Tokyo’s anime districts. Localization was
used for high-priority markets (China: 30% of artifacts),
while standardization was rare (15%), used only for
global events (e.g., Olympic Games promotions).

Dubai: Standardization was more common (35%
of artifacts) than in Tokyo or Singapore, primarily for
luxury-focused content (e.g., a global Instagram reel
of the Burj Al Arab hotel). Glocalization was used
for regional markets (GCC: 40% of artifacts, e.g.,
Ramadan-themed luxury experiences), and localization
was limited (25%), focused on high-growth markets
like India (e.g., Hindi-language YouTube videos on
Dubai’s shopping festivals).

Singapore: Glocalization was the dominant
approach (50% of artifacts), combining global
sustainability messaging with local elements: for
Europe, YouTube documentaries paired Singapore’s
carbon neutrality goals with footage of Dutch-inspired
water management systems; for Southeast Asia, TikTok
videos showed local celebrities exploring hawker
centers. Localization was used for Southeast Asian
markets (35% of artifacts), while standardization

was minimal (15%, e.g., English-language business
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promotion on LinkedIn).
4.1.3 Platform Selection and Communication Style

Platform use aligned with cultural audience
preferences (Table 4):

Tokyo: High-context communication dominated
(65% of artifacts), consistent with Japan’s cultural
norms. TikTok (35% of artifacts) and WeChat (25%)
were prioritized: TikTok for short-form, visually driven
content (e.g., silent VR clips of cherry blossoms) and
WeChat for in-depth, community-focused articles (e.g.,
“How to Celebrate Japanese New Year in Tokyo”).
LinkedIn was rarely used (10%), as Tokyo’s business
branding relies more on traditional channels.

Dubai: Mixed high-context (45%) and low-
context (55%) communication. Instagram (40% of
artifacts) and YouTube (30%) were key: Instagram
for high-context visual content (e.g., aesthetic reels of
desert safaris) and YouTube for low-context, detail-
driven videos (e.g., “Top 10 Luxury Hotels in Dubai
with Prices”). Snapchat was used for GCC audiences
(15%), while LinkedIn (15%) focused on low-context
business content (e.g., “Dubai’s FDI Growth in 2023:
Key Statistics”).

Singapore: Low-context communication was
most common (60% of artifacts), reflecting its focus
on efficiency and transparency. YouTube (35% of
artifacts) and LinkedIn (25%) were primary platforms:
YouTube for data-driven sustainability documentaries
(e.g., “Singapore’s Waste Reduction: 2023 Data™)
and LinkedIn for explicit business messaging (e.g.,
“Why Startups Choose Singapore: Tax Incentives
Explained”). TikTok (25%) used a mix of low-context
tips (e.g., “S Easy Ways to Use Singapore’s MRT”)
and high-context cultural content (e.g., hawker food

preparation videos).

4.2 Phase 2: Cross-Cultural Audience
Responses (Research Objective 3)

4.2.1 Content Theme Preference by Culture

Survey results revealed significant differences in
theme preference based on cultural value orientation
(Table 5):
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Individualist cultures (U.S., UK, Germany):
Preferred “luxury/innovation” (Dubai: mean=4.1/5)
and “traditional-modern fusion” (Tokyo: mean=3.9/5)
themes, with 65% of U.S. respondents reporting that
Dubai’s luxury reels “made me more interested in
visiting.” They valued personal experience-focused
content (e.g., “Exploring Tokyo’s hidden cafes”) over
community-focused content.

Collectivist cultures (China, South
Korea, Malaysia): Prioritized “cultural heritage”
(Tokyo: mean=4.3/5; Singapore: mean=4.0/5) and
“sustainability/efficiency” (Singapore: mean=3.8/5)
themes. 72% of Chinese respondents said Tokyo’s
tea ceremony VR tours “resonated with my cultural
values,” and 68% of Malaysian respondents preferred
Singapore’s hawker food content over its business
content.

High-context cultures (Japan, UAE, Indonesia):
Responded more positively to implicit, visually
driven content (e.g., Tokyo’s silent temple VR tours:
mean=4.2/5) than explicit content (e.g., Singapore’s
data-heavy sustainability posts: mean=3.2/5). 63% of
UAE respondents said Dubai’s aesthetic desert safari
reels “felt more authentic” than its detailed hotel
reviews.

Low-context cultures (U.S., Germany,
UK): Preferred explicit, data-driven content (e.g.,
Singapore’s “99% public transport reliability” posts:
mean=4.0/5) over implicit content (e.g., Tokyo’s cherry
blossom videos without captions: mean=3.1/5). 70%
of German respondents reported that Singapore’s
YouTube documentaries “provided enough information

to consider visiting.”

4.2.2 Impact of Cultural Adaptability on Travel
Intent

Multiple regression analysis showed that cultural
adaptability approach significantly predicted travel
intent (f=0.38, p<0.001), with moderation by cultural
value orientation (Table 6):

Glocalization: Had the strongest positive effect
on travel intent across all cultures (=0.42, p<0.001),

but was most effective for mixed cultural contexts (e.g.,

Southeast Asia, which blends collectivist and high-
context traits). For example, Singapore’s glocalized
content (global sustainability + local hawker food)
increased travel intent by 45% among Indonesian
respondents.

Localization: Was most effective for collectivist,
high-context cultures (p=0.39, p<0.001 in China;
B=0.35, p<0.001 in Saudi Arabia) but had no significant
effect on individualist, low-context cultures (f=0.08,
p=0.15 in the U.S.). Tokyo’s localized Lunar New Year
content for China increased travel intent by 40% among
Chinese respondents.

Standardization: Had a positive effect only for
individualist, low-context cultures (=0.22, p<0.01 in
the U.S.) and a negative effect for collectivist, high-
context cultures (B=-0.18, p<0.05 in South Korea).
Dubai’s standardized luxury ads increased travel intent
by 25% among U.S. respondents but decreased it by
18% among South Korean respondents, who perceived

the content as “too generic.”

4.2.3 Influencer Trust and Engagement

Influencer trust varied by cultural context and
influencer type (Table 7):

High-context cultures: Trusted local influencers
more than international celebrities (Japan: local
influencers mean=4.0/5 vs. international celebrities
mean=2.8/5; UAE: local mean=4.2/5 vs. international
mean=2.9/5). 68% of Japanese respondents said
“Japanese travel bloggers understand what I care
about in Tokyo,” while only 32% trusted international
celebrities promoting the city.

Low-context cultures: Trusted both local and
international influencers, but valued expertise over
locality (U.S.: expert travel influencers mean=3.9/5
vs. local influencers mean=3.5/5). 58% of U.S.
respondents reported trusting “travel experts who have
visited Tokyo multiple times” more than local Japanese
influencers.

Impact on engagement: Influencer partnerships
increased share intent by 35% globally, with the
strongest effect in high-context cultures (China: 42%

increase; Saudi Arabia: 38% increase) and the weakest
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in low-context cultures (Germany: 25% increase; UK:

28% increase).

4.3 Phase 3: Practitioner Perspectives
(Research Objective 2)

4.3.1 Rationale for Cultural Adaptability Strategies

Interviews revealed that strategy selection was
driven by three key factors: market priority, budget,
and cultural distance:

Market priority: High-priority markets (e.g.,
China for Tokyo, GCC for Dubai) received localization
or glocalization, while low-priority markets used
standardization. As a Tokyo JNTO Specialist explained:
“China is our top tourist market, so we invest in
Mandarin content and Chinese influencers. For smaller
markets like New Zealand, we use global TikTok
content to save resources.”

Budget constraints: Singapore and Tokyo
cited budget limits as a barrier to full localization. A
Singapore STB Manager noted: “We’d love to localize
for every market, but it’s too expensive. Glocalization
lets us balance cultural relevance and cost.” Dubai, with
larger branding budgets, used more standardization for
global luxury content but invested in localization for
high-growth markets like India.

Cultural distance: Cultures with high distance
from the city (e.g., U.S. from Tokyo) required more
adaptation. A Dubai Tourism Authority Manager
said: “The U.S. is culturally different from Dubai,
so we adjust content to focus on family-friendly
luxury instead of just high-end experiences. For GCC
countries, we need less adaptation—they understand

our culture.”

4.3.2 Challenges in Cross-Cultural Branding
Practitioners identified three main challenges:
Cultural misinterpretation: Tokyo faced issues

with Western audiences misinterpreting “traditional-

modern fusion” content: “Some U.S. viewers thought
our geisha + skyscraper videos were ‘inauthentic’—
they didn’t understand the balance of tradition and
modernity in Japanese culture” (Tokyo Metropolitan

Government Branding Staff).
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Platform fragmentation: Dubai struggled with
platform preferences varying by region: “Snapchat
is big in Saudi Arabia, but Instagram works better
in India. Managing multiple platforms with region-
specific content is time-consuming” (Dubai Influencer
Agency Director).

Measuring cultural impact: All cities found
it hard to quantify how cultural adaptability affects
long-term brand perception. A Singapore Urban
Redevelopment Authority Specialist said: “We can
track likes and travel intent, but we don’t know if our
sustainability content is actually changing how people

perceive Singapore’s culture.”

4.3.3 Emerging Tools: Al and Metaverse

Practitioners were optimistic about Al and
metaverse tools but noted limitations:

Al: Used for content customization (e.g.,
Singapore’s Al-generated sustainability stories tailored
to different regions) and language translation. A Tokyo
Private Agency Partner said: “Al helps us translate
WeChat articles into Mandarin quickly, but we still
need humans to check for cultural accuracy—AI
once translated ‘tea ceremony’ as ‘tea party,” which is
wrong.”

Metaverse: Dubai led in metaverse adoption
with its “Dubai Metaverse Tourism” platform, which
let users “visit” the Museum of the Future virtually. A
Dubai Media Office Staff explained: “The metaverse
is great for reaching young audiences, but only 20%
of our target market uses it—we can’t rely on it
yet.” Singapore and Tokyo were testing metaverse
experiences but prioritized VR/AR due to higher user

adoption.
5. Discussion

5.1 Key Findings and Alignment with Theory

This study’s findings advance our understanding
of digital media’s role in cross-cultural urban branding
by validating and extending existing theory. First,
we confirmed that cultural adaptability strategies

(standardization, localization, glocalization) align with



Global Communication and Media Studies | Volume 01 | Issue 01 | December 2025

cultural value orientations, as predicted by Hofstede’s
(2001) and Hall’s (1976) frameworks. Glocalization
was the most effective strategy globally, as it balances
the consistency of a global brand identity with the
relevance of local cultural elements—supporting
Robertson’s (1992) glocalization theory and extending
it to digital urban branding.

Second, we found that platform selection is
culturally contingent: high-context cultures (Japan,
UAE) prefer visually driven platforms (TikTok,
Instagram) with implicit communication, while low-
context cultures (U.S., Germany) favor information-
rich platforms (YouTube, LinkedIn) with explicit
messaging. This aligns with Newman et al.’s (2023)
research on platform affordances but adds a cross-
cultural dimension: a platform’s effectiveness depends
not just on its features, but on how well it matches the
cultural communication style of the target audience.

Third, influencer trust is shaped by cultural
context: high-context cultures prioritize local
influencers who share cultural knowledge, while low-
context cultures value expert influencers regardless of
locality. This extends the World Tourism Organization’s
(2022) research on influencer marketing by showing
that cultural norms influence who audiences perceive
as “trustworthy”—a critical insight for cities seeking to
maximize influencer impact.

Fourth, emerging tools like Al and metaverse
show promise but are limited by adoption rates and
cultural accuracy. Al streamlines content production but
requires human oversight to avoid cultural missteps,
while the metaverse appeals to niche audiences (young,
tech-savvy) but is not yet mainstream. This supports
PwC’s (2023) findings on immersive technology in
tourism but highlights the need for culturally sensitive

implementation.
5.2 Theoretical Contribution: The Cultural
Adaptability Framework

Building on our findings, we propose a Cultural
Adaptability Framework for Cross-Cultural Urban
Branding (Figure 1), which integrates digital media

strategies, cultural theory, and audience engagement.

The framework has three core components:

Cultural Context Assessment: Cities
first identify the cultural traits of target markets
(individualism-collectivism, high-low context) using
data from sources like Hofstede Insights (2022) and
tourism boards. For example, a city targeting China
(collectivist, high-context) would prioritize different
strategies than one targeting the U.S. (individualist,
low-context).

Strategy Selection: Based on cultural context,
cities choose an adaptability strategy:

Glocalization: For mixed cultural contexts
(e.g., Southeast Asia) or when balancing global brand
consistency with local relevance.

Localization: For high-priority, culturally distant
markets (e.g., Tokyo targeting China) or collectivist/
high-context cultures.

Standardization: For low-priority, culturally
similar markets (e.g., Dubai targeting GCC) or
individualist/low-context cultures.

Platform and Content Matching: Cities select
platforms and content themes that align with cultural
preferences:

High-context cultures: Visual platforms (TikTok,
Instagram), implicit communication, cultural heritage
themes.

Low-context cultures: Information-rich platforms
(YouTube, LinkedIn), explicit communication, data-
driven themes (sustainability, efficiency).

Collectivist cultures: Community-focused
content (e.g., Singapore’s hawker food), local
influencers.

Individualist cultures: Personal experience
content (e.g., Dubai’s luxury tours), expert influencers.

Measurement and Iteration: Cities track
engagement metrics (travel intent, share rate)
and cultural feedback (e.g., surveys, social media
comments) to refine strategies. For example, if a
standardized campaign underperforms in a collectivist
market, the city shifts to localization.

This framework fills a gap in existing research
by providing a practical, theory-driven tool for cities

to navigate cross-cultural digital branding—moving
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beyond “one-size-fits-all” strategies to context-specific

approaches.

5.3 Practical Implications for Urban

Branding Practitioners

The findings offer actionable insights for
practitioners:

Prioritize Glocalization for Global Reach:
Glocalization is the most versatile strategy, working
across most cultural contexts. Cities can implement it
by pairing a global brand tagline (e.g., Tokyo’s “Where
Tradition Meets Tomorrow”) with region-specific
content (e.g., anime for Southeast Asia, classical music
for Europe).

Tailor Platforms to Cultural Communication
Styles: Avoid using the same platform mix for all
markets. For example:

Target high-context cultures with TikTok and
Instagram (visually driven, implicit).

Target low-context cultures with YouTube and
LinkedIn (data-driven, explicit).

Use local platforms where relevant (e.g., WeChat
for China, Snapchat for GCC).

Select Influencers Based on Cultural Norms:

For high-context/collectivist cultures: Partner
with local influencers who understand cultural nuances
(e.g., Chinese KOLs for Tokyo’s China campaign).

For low-context/individualist cultures: Collaborate
with expert influencers (e.g., travel bloggers with
global expertise) to build trust.

Use AI Carefully for Cultural Accuracy: Al can
speed up translation and content customization, but
always have local researchers review content to avoid
misinterpretation (e.g., ensuring “tea ceremony’’ is not
translated as “tea party”).

Test Emerging Tools with Niche Audiences:
The metaverse and VR/AR are ideal for engaging
young, tech-savvy audiences (18-30), but should
complement—not replace—mainstream platforms. For
example, Dubai’s metaverse platform can be promoted

on TikTok to reach its target demographic.
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5.4 Limitations and Future Research

This study has three limitations. First, our
sample focused on three global cities (Tokyo, Dubai,
Singapore) with significant branding budgets—findings
may not apply to smaller cities or those with limited
resources. Future research should include mid-sized
cities (e.g., Kuala Lumpur, Berlin) to test the cultural
adaptability framework across different scales.

Second, we measured short-term engagement
(travel intent, likes) but not long-term brand impact
(e.g., changes in brand image over time). Longitudinal
studies are needed to understand how digital branding
affects brand perception over months or years.

Third, we did not explore the role of cultural
appropriation in branding (e.g., whether a city’s use
of local cultural elements is perceived as authentic or
exploitative). Future research should include audience
perceptions of cultural authenticity to address this
critical ethical issue.

Additional future research directions include:

Exploring digital branding in post-pandemic
contexts (e.g., how travel restrictions have changed
audience preferences for virtual content).

Analyzing the impact of Al-generated content on
cultural authenticity (e.g., do audiences trust Al-created
cultural content as much as human-created content?).

Comparing cross-cultural branding strategies in
different sectors (e.g., tourism vs. talent attraction) to

identify sector-specific trends.

6. Conclusion

This study set out to explore how digital media
shapes cross-cultural urban branding, using Tokyo,
Dubai, and Singapore as case studies. Through a
mixed-methods approach—content analysis of digital
artifacts, cross-cultural surveys, and interviews with
branding practitioners—we uncovered three core
insights that redefine our understanding of global urban
communication.

First, cultural adaptability is not optional but
essential for effective cross-cultural branding. The one-

size-fits-all standardization approach, once common in
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traditional media, fails to resonate with diverse global
audiences: collectivist cultures (e.g., China) respond to
localized content that honors cultural heritage, while
individualist cultures (e.g., the U.S.) value standardized,
experience-focused messaging. Glocalization, however,
emerged as the most versatile strategy, bridging global
brand consistency with local relevance—whether it was
Tokyo pairing anime content with its “Tradition Meets
Tomorrow” tagline for Southeast Asia or Singapore
blending sustainability data with hawker food imagery
for Europe.

Second, digital platforms are cultural tools,
not just channels. TikTok and Instagram are not
universally effective; their success depends on aligning
with a culture’s communication style. High-context
cultures (e.g., Japan, UAE) thrive on the implicit, visual
storytelling of TikTok, while low-context cultures (e.g.,
Germany, UK) demand the explicit, data-driven content
of YouTube and LinkedIn. This finding challenges the
notion that “bigger platforms equal better reach” and
instead argues for a context-specific platform strategy.

Third, influencers and emerging technologies
must be culturally grounded to build trust. Local
influencers outperform international celebrities in
high-context cultures because they share cultural
knowledge—IJapanese audiences trust local travel
bloggers to explain Tokyo’s tea ceremonies, just as
UAE audiences rely on GCC-based influencers to
showcase Dubai’s Ramadan traditions. Similarly, Al
and the metaverse offer innovation but require human
oversight: Al translation needs cultural validation to
avoid missteps (e.g., “tea ceremony” vs. “tea party”),
and the metaverse must target niche, tech-savvy
audiences rather than being treated as a universal
solution.

For global cities, these findings carry a clear
message: in an increasingly connected world, the
ability to communicate across cultures is a competitive
advantage. A city that understands how to tailor
digital content to cultural values—whether it is Dubai
emphasizing family-friendly luxury for the U.S. or
Singapore highlighting eco-tourism for Southeast

Asia—will not only attract more tourists, investors,

and talent but also build a more authentic and enduring
global brand.

For communication scholars, this study reinforces
the need to move beyond Western-centric frameworks
and embrace interdisciplinary, cross-cultural research.
The Cultural Adaptability Framework we propose
provides a starting point, but future work must expand
it to include more diverse cities, cultural contexts, and
emerging technologies. As digital media continues to
evolve—with Al, metaverse, and new platforms on the
horizon—the relationship between culture and urban
branding will only grow more complex. By studying
this relationship, we can help cities communicate not
just as economic hubs, but as inclusive, culturally

aware global communities.
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