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1. Research background and objectives 

According to Business Ethics perspective rationality based mainstream economy is 

empirically misleading and normatively inadequate. Self-Interest based rationality 

leads to unreason from a wider ecological and human perspective. Thus, there is a 

need in such economical activities that are achieved in ecological, future respecting 

and pro-social ways (Zamagni, in Rona & Zsolnai, 2017).  In other words, the virtuous 

life should be good for all economic actors. However, relational economy is about 

assuming material goods and people as gifts that must be respected and allocated in 

the most responsible way, to transform the planet to “Oikos” for all human and living 

beings. The main point here is not competing to reach value maximalization but 

interconnecting people-relational goods (Rona & Zsolnai, 2017). 

 

Place Branding 

Place branding, as a strategy started by employing marketing techniques to attract 

investment, talent and tourism to the countries and cities. Despite it is being accepted 

as widespread practice, there are certain criticisms that range from ethical to 

theoretical concerns. In particular, these are commodification of local culture and 

heritage; gentrification and lose of identity; overuse of place’s infrastructure etc. To 

tackle effectively such issues Place Branding needs to take into account more inclusive 

and sustainable initiatives. On the other hand, place meanings inform place branding 

strategies. Understanding the cultural, historical, and social nuances of a place can 

make branding efforts more authentic and effective (Aitken and Campelo, 2011). 

Place branding and place meanings are interconnected concepts that both aim to 

understand and convey the essence of a place. While place branding focuses on 

constructing and communicating a distinct image or identity for a place, place 

meanings delve into the deeper, often intangible attributes that give a place its unique 

character. 

From the marketing perspective building brands with strong brand equity is a central 

objective for marketing scholars and practitioners alike. In order to achieve this goal, 

marketers constantly investigate and apply new approaches that can benefit their 



4 
 

organizations and society as a whole. Current doctoral provides considerations for 

marketing scholars, public policy makers, and practitioners. The thesis presents 

research on City Branding issues and relevant sustainability problems in central areas 

of Budapest. In this context, tourism and city authorities supposed to adapt better 

strategies. One of such strategies that was previously used for product and service 

marketing is the model of Brand Engagement. The power of a brand lies in what 

customers have seen, read, heard, learned, thought, and felt about it over time. Thus, 

the place brand should be as positive, informative, and appealing as it can be.  

According to Zenker and Braun (2010), a place brand is "a network of associations in 

the consumer's mind based on the visual, verbal, and behavioural expression of a place, 

which is embodied through the aims, communication, values, and general culture of 

the place’s stakeholders and the overall place design". Associations related to country 

names can also increase or decrease the perceived value of manufactured products and 

services (Morgan et al., 2009:41), which are provided by cities. Potential consumers 

usually have images of countries, despite the fact that not every country establishes its 

name as a brand. It is related to national stereotypes; thus, people have some thoughts 

and beliefs concerning particular places. These include social cognitions, mental 

representations shared by members of a given society (Morgan et al., 2009:41–42). 

Therefore, destination marketing organizations have to make much greater efforts to 

establish a positive image and attract visitors to the country. Similarly, Hankinson 

(2007, in Kavaratzis, 2009) describes destination branding as a process that is 

dependent on brand leadership by the DMO. The process consists of the following 

steps: creating a vision for the brand; creating an internal and external brand identity; 

maintaining consistent brand communications; and ensuring effective communication 

with multiple stakeholders. Kavaratzis (2009), in turn, groups similarities among 

existing approaches to city branding and suggests an integrated approach that 

comprises eight categories.  

In current research I suggest integrated approach that derives its framework from 

Brand Engagement concept well-known in marketing field.  

 

Brand Engagement 
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Customers can have relationships with brands that last a long time. The more positive 

attitudes they have towards brands, the more they engage in that relationship. 

Customer engagement, or brand engagement (CE), is defined by researchers in a 

similar way; one of them is a definition given by Van Doorn et al. (2010). According 

to them, CE is customer behavioral manifestations that have a brand or a firm focus 

beyond purchase, resulting from motivational drivers.  

Bowden (2009) mentiones that customer loyalty towards a service brand is shaped by 

certain psychological processes, which not only attract new customers but also retain 

existing ones. Brand Engagement (BE) described  as the degree to which a consumer 

is congnitively, emotionally, and behaviorally committed to specific interactions with 

a brand (Hollebeek , 2011; Bowden , 2009; Brodie et al. , 2011).  

Knowledge about how to engage customers will have a positive influence on the 

implementation of a strategic approach by marketers; thus, it is vital to understand the 

dimensionality of CE. Some researchers argue that CE is one-dimensional, while a 

larger number advocate for a multidimensional approach. Vivek (2014) and Hollebeek 

(2012 & 2014) both identify three key dimensions of CE, although they label them 

differently. Understanding the customer brand engagement process is crucial for brand 

management and overall business performance. Engaged customers can act as brand 

ambassadors, providing firms with a competitive advantage. In her 2012 dissertation, 

Hollebeek who is well-known scholar in the field proposes multiple directions for 

future research. She suggests delving deeper into the complexities of customer-brand 

engagement by exploring various layers and aspects of different brands. Additionally, 

she recommends scrutinizing the Brand Engagement (BE) model specifically in 

relation to key or focal brands. In summary, the current dissertation will focus on the 

application of these Brand Engagement concepts to city brands. 

Perceptions of a Place 

It is obvious that the perception and image of a city brand play a vital role in attracting 

visitors, knowledge workers, and businesses (Larsen, 2014). Accordingly, a positive 

image results in brand loyalty (Braun et al., 2014). It was proven that measures of 

place image are multi-dimensional (Gilboa et al., 2015). Santana and Gil (2017) define 

components of an image as follows: „The cognitive component of the image refers to 

the beliefs and information that tourists retain about the attributes of a destination, 
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while the affective component is represented by emotional feelings or responses to the 

various characteristics of a place.” 

It is worth mentioning that both perceptual and cognitive image and affective 

evaluation have significant effects on the overall image. The cognitive dimension (i.e., 

perceptual component) is knowledge about the destination attributes, whereas the 

affective dimension reflects the affective quality of the destination (Souiden et al., 

2017). Types of information sources, age, and education have an effect on perceptual 

and cognitive evaluations of the destination. Together with these perceptions, tourists’ 

socio-psychological motivations influence affect, which in turn forms overall image 

of destinations (Baloglu and McClearly, 1999). Souiden et al. (2017), referring to the 

attitude theory, conclude that the effect of destination image on tourists' attitudes is 

mediated by destination personality. According to the literature, knowledge, prestige, 

and social motivations directly impact image (Baloglu and McClearly, 1999). 

However, trust in a tourist destination is a consequence of the cognitive perception 

and affective evaluation of this destination (Artigasa et al., 2017). Cognitive image 

impacts the attitude toward destination, where affective evaluation plays the 

intermediary role (Souiden et al., 2017). Souiden et al. (2017) also use and confirm 

the cognitive-affective-conative model of attitude in The Theory of Reasoned Action 

by Fishbein (1967). Perceptual and cognitive evaluations are formed both through 

positive determinants (variety and type of information sources used) and inverse 

determinants (age and education) (Baloglu and McClearly, 1999). Tourists’ cognitive 

perception of a destination includes services provided in this place, which are: 

facilities (hotels, restaurants, etc.), environment (public order, means of 

transportation), cultural events and attractions, folklore, and local customs (Artigasa 

et al., 2017). 

Tourists’ trust in a destination is a result of the place's reputation. Thus, an increase in 

a destination's reputation will increase the likelihood that visitors will return (Artigasa 

et al., 2017). The Theory of Reasoned Action (Fishbein, 1967) is also a predictor of 

the contribution of personal normative beliefs to behavioral intention, according to 

Stylos et al. (2016). Therefore, personal normative beliefs regulate the formation of a 

comprehensive image of the destination. In addition, word-of-mouth 

recommendations from family and friends are among the most influential factors in 

the formation of touristic images (Baloglu and McClearly, 1999). On the other hand, 
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a destination's overall image is a crucial predictor of visitors' intentions to return. In 

addition, conative image is regarded as a precursor of the intention to revisit a 

destination (Stylos et al., 2016). Consequently, it is important to note that behavioral 

loyalty and image influence one another.  

As cognitive image impacts the attitude towards the destination (Souiden et al., 2017), 

city authorities should attempt to maintain a favourable image for both local citizens 

and international visitors. Both groups share the image dimensions of security, private, 

and municipal services (Gilboa et al., 2015). Accordingly, the city branding process 

must consider the various stakeholders, both internal and external (Gilboa et al., 2015). 

Moreover, local authorities need to put considerable effort into the development of 

human capital in order to remain competitive (De Noni et al., 2014). In the same way, 

cities’ general attractiveness is influenced by the existence of talented and creative 

people, which has a positive effect on other stakeholders, i.e., businesses and financial 

capital (Zenker, 2009). 

Research Goal, Research Questions  

This research will extend the mentioned direction in marketing research by focusing 

on the nexus between city branding and consumer brand engagement. It aims to 

uncover how brand engagement influences consumer attitudes and subsequent 

behaviors towards city brands. The current study considers citizens as consumers of 

place brands. The focal brand is the Budapest city brand. Therefore, this research has 

the potential to significantly contribute to both theoretical understandings and practical 

applications in city branding as well as brand engagement.  

The aim of the dissertation research is to clarify place branding process in the light of 

brand engagement concept.  

Research questions  

Current dissertation topic is going to answer the following research questions:  

General: What is the definition of City Brand Engagement? 

More definitive research questions are as below: 

What Cognitive Brand Engagement factors influence long-term loyalty to a city 

brand? 
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What are the cognitive, emotional, and behavioral aspects of brand engagement that 

form place meanings? 

How does the behavioral engagement of active citizens in Budapest shape the co-

creation of touristic offers? 
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2. Research Methods 

 

The present study is a qualitative one, utilizing research techniques to deeply 

understand the complexities of the cases being examined. It aims to shed light on the 

intricate relationships between the various features of these cases without seeking to 

generalize the findings. The strength of Qualitative research comes from inductive 

approach, focus on specific situations, or people and focus on descriptions rather than 

statistical relationships between variables. Qualitative research particularly suited for 

understanding participants’ perspectives including cognition, affect, intentions of 

events, situations, expressions and actions they are engaged in (Maxwell, 2013:30). 

Accordingly, as current research intents to shed light on expatriates’ perspectives 

applying qualitative research methodology is considered as reasonable.  

In the context of this study, the focus is on Budapest stakeholders namely 

active citizens; expatriates and wellness businesses. The city is situated in the heart of 

Hungary, and it is on the Danube River, which flows in from the north, dividing the 

city into Buda and Pest. The waters in some parts of the city possess medicinal 

properties due to their rich mineral content. Historical evidence, ranging from Roman 

times to the Middle Ages and continuing with still-operational Turkish baths, attests 

to a long tradition of spa culture, especially in the Buda region. As of 2019, a municipal 

corporation manages 13 thermal baths in the city, attracting over 5 million visitors. 

Despite this, there are conflicting opinions about the state of wellbeing in the 

city. Locals have recently expressed discomfort due to the surge in tourism before the 

pandemic, which has also driven up the costs of wellness facilities. The current case 

study focuses on individuals and groups who are actively contributing to enhancing 

wellbeing in Budapest. They are engaged in community development, raising 

awareness about socio-environmental and cultural issues, and offering wellness 

opportunities. Specifically, the study explores the viewpoints of engaged citizens, 

wellness service providers, and experts in local heritage.   
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Data Collection 

 

Data was collected during two phases of the research. During 1st phase 

interview data from Expatriates was conducted. The residents who have been living in 

Budapest more than two years were recruited. During the 2nd phase interview data 

from different city stakeholders was collected. These groups represented well-being 

related businesses and citizens representing active citizenship. The research based on 

two phases of data collection was published through 3 articles: Namaz et al., (2018); 

Namaz and Tvergyak, (2023) (3rd one was accepted and currently under publication 

process).  

The qualitative method based on the use of interviews as it matches best to an 

in-depth understanding of respondents’ own perceptions. As the aim of the 1st phase 

was achieving in-depth understanding of the phenomenon, grounded theory (GT) 

approach was chosen as a data analysis method. This will be described in the Data 

Analysis section. The study is based on in-depth conversations with expatriates living 

in Budapest and explores their loyalty towards the city brand. This sample was 

selected because it represents the views of foreigners who chose living in the city 

intentionally because of their loyalty. Moreover, understanding their views is 

important because their views also include the perspective of local person.  

The goal of the study was to understand the loyalty process that forms towards 

the Budapest city brand. What are the advantages and drawbacks of this brand from 

the consumers (expatriates) points of view?  

 

Recruiting the interviewees for Phase 1 

 

The research used purposive sampling and arranged interview with expatriates 

Facebook users particularly who are member of Facebook’s expats group- “Hungary 

expats”. The announcement was shared within online community  about who would 

be able to volunteer with the research on Budapest brand. Then users who were willing 

to take part in the interview were filtered with applying the reason based on number 

of years they stayed in Budapest and their travel experience. Ones who had more 

experience and intentionally chose to live in Budapest were invited to face-to-face 
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interview. These participants were representatives of varying ages and nationalities 

(see Table 1). All interviewees were travelled a lot and they represented North 

America, South America, Asia and Europe, thus, they could compare Budapest with 

all places where they lived or visited. The total number of 6 expatriates were 

interviewed, equally female and male (3). All interviews were held in English. 

According to Charmaz (2014) saturation is achieved when gathering new data no 

longer sparks new theoretical insights, nor reveals new properties of these core 

theoretical categories. As researchers focuses less on sample size and more on 

sampling adequacy (Bowen 2008, in Charmaz 2014), number of conducted interviews 

(6) was judged as adequate. 

The research used pre-defined interview guide that can make interview flow in 

a smooth manner. Interviewees were familiarized with the interview guide, thus, they 

could think about the topic and prepare themselves for productive narratives. Then 

they were asked to talk freely about their interaction with the city brand. At some 

points researcher lead the conversation by asking open ended questions related to the 

matter. Some of them are following: Please describe the city of Budapest.. what does 

it mean for you? What can you say about reputation of Budapest? Which measure can 

be taken by authorities to make city more attractive for living? According to the 

literature (Kvale, 2008) to ensure comparability, reliability, and consistency, all 

interviews were recorded, and transcribed verbatim. The length of these interviews 

varied from 35 to 52 min. 

During 2nd phase purposive sampling technique was employed, deliberately 

choosing participants based on explicit criteria. These sources included in-depth semi-

structured interviews respecting three different viewpoints: residents with active 

citizenship positions, entrepreneurs and businesses providing wellness services, and 

local heritage professionals. A Budapest urban policy document (Budapest 2030) and 

the "Budapest in 100 words" place meaning initiative were used as secondary data for 

triangulation (Lee et al., 2010). The Budapest 2030 Long-Term Urban Development 

Concept (Budapest 2030) is a comprehensive planning document that envisages the 

capital city's long-term development. The "Budapest in 100 words" is a storytelling, 

place meaning initiative organised by the Mindspace Non-profit Ltd., encouraging 

conscious participation in the city's life and enabling interested city planners to 

discover what citizens think about Budapest (Budapest in 100). As the title suggests, 



12 
 

the stories contained a maximum of 100 words and had to be related to Budapest. More 

than 7000 stories have been received since 2014, the first public call. The annual 

selection of 100 stories is available online and printed. The authors analysed 120 

stories pre-selected by the jury as the most relevant stories for describing Budapest 

place meanings. The entries were translated to English and checked for thematic 

patterns. Eventually, four distinctive categories:  Relationship with the city, Thermal 

baths as places for important social interactions, Changing the city and Obstacles were 

identified and compared with those derived from the interviews. Data analysis chapter 

shows the identified categories and the number of related stories. It is worth noting 

that Mindspace, the NGO managing this initiative, also corresponded to the 

compilation of the Budapest 2030 policy document. 

The interview phase employed purposeful sampling to maximise the variation 

(Weiss, 1995). Thus, the authors selected individuals and groups that specifically 

inform the central research problem (Yin, 2009; Creswell, 2013). Accordingly, the 

three points of view mentioned earlier were elaborated to understand how the 

experience of place meanings, specifically eudaimonic ones, were perceived by 

specific community groups. Interviews were conducted during the summer of 2019 in 

Budapest. Altogether, 14 in-depth interviews were conducted, either in Hungarian or 

English, based on the preference of the interviewees. The authors used a pre-defined 

interview guide that encouraged the interviews to flow smoothly. Eight participants 

preferred to use English in communicating their ideas. Remained six interviews have 

been conducted in Hungarian was recorded, transcribed verbatim and translated to 

English. In total, fourteen interviews were transcribed verbatim. 

Active citizenship was represented by four individuals: two representatives of 

non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and two urban bloggers. The NGOs in 

question are connected to community development and urban activism. Both are well-

known in Budapest, mainly implementing EU-funded and civic projects to boost local 

communities, organising events related to accessing the River Danube, and 

rehabilitating disadvantaged city centre neighbourhoods. One blogger is an online 

journalist who has been blogging about Budapest for over ten years for one of 

Hungary's most popular news websites. The other blogger has also been blogging 

about the city for ten years, and he has been online via several well-known blog sites 

in Hungary.  
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Wellbeing businesses were represented by a yoga and a Pilates studio 

(entrepreneurs and instructors with more than 14 years of experience), a healthy diet 

chef; and by such businesses as a day spa, the biggest thermal spa hotel in the city 

centre, a fitness-wellness centre, the municipality company of spas and baths 

managing 13 institutions, and finally, a hotel in the city centre with a spa heritage 

background. According to The Global Wellness Institute (TGWI), a healthy lifestyle 

is closely related to overall wellbeing. With this in mind, entrepreneurs and businesses 

providing wellness services were included in the interviewee list as facilitators of 

wellbeing in the city. These proactive wellness practices elevate the overall sense of 

wellbeing, including the mental one (TGWI, 2021). On the other hand, one of the 

dimensions of wellness is physical health, listing healthy nutrition among its 

determining factors (The Global Wellness Institute, 2021). 

Finally, two museologists from two different museums in Budapest 

represented local heritage professionals. One of them boasts an extended family 

history of designing and building wellness/health facilities for generations. At the 

same time, the other is a young professional from a museum showcasing some of 

Budapest's most crucial spa heritage, starting from ancient Roman times. 
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3. Research Results and Summary 

 

Results of phase 1  

• It is vital to understand constructs that form city brand loyalty since it helps to 

develop powerful place branding strategies. One of the main goals of city 

branding is to apply it for brand positioning strategies that would result in 

advantageous position over competitor brands. Current study shed light on 

perspectives of expatriates living in Budapest combining the views of locals 

and foreigners at the same time. Expatriates can be considered as consumers 

with exhibiting a behaviour towards the city brand which is due to factual 

behaviour – remaining in the city. Expatriates were previously visitors who 

became satisfied with the city, came back and remained here despite having 

other opportunities to choose from. 

Results of phase 2  

• Deep place meanings offer a multifaceted framework that includes cognitive 

understanding, emotional attachment, and active participation. This allows me 

to draw parallels with Brand meaings. Accordingly, integrated view provides 

valuable insights for both academic research and practical applications, such 

as community development and policy making. Deep place meanings 

intertwine cognitive, emotional, and behavioral dimensions to foster brand 

engagement in cities. They enhance understanding of a city's unique attributes, 

history, and culture, so, they contribute to cognitive brand engagement. 

Emotionally, deep place meanings might create strong attachments to places, 

similar to how brands cause loyalty. These emotional ties often inspire active 

participation and advocacy, mirroring the behavioral aspect of brand 

engagement. In other words, emotional attachemnt with places can encourage 

specific actions like eco-friendliness or community involvement, which is also 

a feature of Brand Engagement. 
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Results of phase 3 

• The current study provided an inductive insight of Budapest’s place brand and 

the associated tourism products that can be co-created by city stakeholders. 

The authors also provided an outline of the current tourism products and the 

challenges associated with them. Based on the collected data, authors suggest 

enhancing the participation of the actively engaged citizens’ and NGOs’ in 

designing of tourism products. The data reveals that, the cultural heritage 

aspect of bathing is not linked to its wellness value in tourism branding 

campaigns. The authors also claimed that destination management 

organisation should enhance the cooperation with city stakeholder groups and 

incorporate their perspectives into the marketing activities to ensure a more 

realistic and welcoming place brand. As one of the possible solutions to this 

problem, the authors suggested a Co-Created Selling Proposition (CCSP): a 

touristic route that would be organized  by businesses, NGOs and tourism 

authorities and guided by “engaged citizens” to showcase the local culture of 

bathing to visitors. Finally, the article emphasized the need for research to 

investigate the links between tourism, wellbeing, and cultural ecosystem 

services. 

Summary of Research Findings   

 

The first phase of the research provides empirical insights into the behavioural aspect 

of city brand engagement, especially how expatriates assess a Budapest’s features in 

terms of quality of life and cultural attractions. This leads to decisions to stay longer 

or even move in permanently. The second phase describes the Deep Place Meanings 

that are highly connected to urban wellbeing. Uncovering the deep meanings citizens 

associate with places can help local governments tailor community engagement 

strategies more effectively. Additionally, this understanding can inform policy 

decisions. The 3rd phase of the research applies Place Brand Co-Creation concept in 

the context sustainable tourism development in Budapest. The study suggests a dual 

approach: a bottom-up method led by engaged citizens, and a top-down strategy 

involving businesses and authorities. This collaborative approach enhances 

authenticity and sustainability of tourism products. However, it also poses challenges, 
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such as the varying levels of citizen engagement. Overall, co-creation offers a more 

inclusive and dynamic way to develop and brand tourism in Budapest. 

 

 

Figure. Brand Engagement dimensions in the context of a Place brand  

 

• Cognitive Engagement 

The study brings forth the concept of Place Branding from a Brand Engagement 

perspective. It outlines how Place Branding elements are interconnected through the 

dimensions of Brand Engagement, offering a novel approach to understanding this 

relationship. A focus on cognitive engagement also leads to academic investigations 

into how narratives and symbols shape our mental images of a place. 

• Emotional Engagement 

Emotional engagement involves feelings of attachment and trust toward the brand. 

The study highlights that emotional engagement considers visual attributes and 

emotional resonance. The importance of a place's cultural and historical heritage in 

evoking a strong sense of emotional commitment from both locals and tourists is 

emphasized. Emotional bonds are strengthened through inclusion community into 

branding activities. The study by Namaz et al. (2018) illustrates that the city's image, 
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perceived value, and emotional impact are key factors affecting City Brand Loyalty. 

Moreover, Emotional component can result into active engagement, such as 

participation in community events, movements and advocacy for local issues.  

• Behavioural Engagement 

Behavioural engagement refers to how individuals act based on their cognitive and 

emotional engagement. The research discusses the importance of including local 

communities in branding efforts, which not only builds a sense of ownership but also 

enhances emotional bonds. Partnerships with local businesses, government agencies, 

and NGOs often result in mutually beneficial outcomes like co-created marketing 

initiatives or investment in local projects.  

Answering to the General Research Question 

In my current dissertation research I support earlier literature on Brand 

Engagement that this is multidimensional construct. To the best of my knowledge 

novelty of this study is that Brand Engagement concept first time applied to place 

branding. The construct that I define as City Brand Engagement comprise of three 

dimensions: Cognitive, Emotional and Behavioral. This echoing previous research on 

Brand Engagement. This concept explains how different stakeholders of place brand 

interact. These are the businesses, citizens, authorities and NGOs. They have their own 

motivations and worldviews. The process of Engagement with city brand starts with 

the Cognitive phase thinking and narrating about the place in this case Budapest. Then 

it evolves into Emotional phase as they develop emotional attachment. This is because 

of the memories, symbols, cultural amenities, satisfaction with living and overall 

wellbeing. As a result, the emotional attachment transcends into Behavioral 

engagement. This in turn allows Active citizenship, City Brand advocacy, in case of 

businesses this is about investments. According to data analysis the ties between these 

three dimensions are circular. Behavioral engagement phase relates back to Emotional 

phase as brand stakeholders enhance their emotional attachment to the place over the 

time. They feel more connected or related. In its turn Emotional phase allows positive 

thinking about the place that is connects back the to Cognitive phase of Brand 

Engagement. 

In summary, the study presents a multidimensional framework for understanding place 

branding through the lenses of Cognitive, Emotional, and Behavioural engagement. 
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These dimensions are not isolated but are interrelated, describing the stages from 

individual perceptions to long-term residence decisions and brand advocacy. The 

insights gained from focusing on these dimensions have practical applications, aiding 

local governments in customizing their community engagement initiatives and 

shaping policy decisions. 
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