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Abstract
[bookmark: _GoBack]The current study investigates the extent to which various types of references to geographic entities are being used in communications with consumers on global websites of fifteen leading luxury fashion brands. Using the Relevance-distinctiveness-believability framework, we posit that references to country of brand origin and to relatedness to developed Western countries are the most distinct and relevant and will be used more frequently than references to brand globalness and non-Western developed countries. We also suggest that Caucasian models will be depicted more frequently than other ethnicities to further connect brands to Western countries. The analysis of 3,750 explicit-verbal, implicit-verbal and non-verbal geo-references supports our predictions. These results suggest that at least for the luxury fashion industry, the value of references to the country of brand origin and to the brand’s relatedness to Western countries is substantially higher than the value of brand globalness. The paper discusses the applicability of the RDB framework for prioritizing different types of geo-references and suggests venues for the future research.
Introduction
References to geographical entities (geo-referencing) have traditionally been among the most powerful and commonly used tools for brand positioning. The country of origin of a brand is a widely used and influential driver of brand image (Ahmed & d'Astous, 2008). Reflective of the broader scope of international trade in the era of globalization, consumers may also relate to broader regions or groups of countries associated with a brand (Rosenbloom & Haefner, 2009). For example, consumers in India have been shown to classify brands into categories like "European brands", "Western brands" or "brands from developed countries" (e.g., Batra, Ramaswami, Alden, Steenkamp, & Ramachander, 2000). Finally, more recent research reports that young, urban consumers around the globe prefer brands that are globally available and successful (e.g., Steenkamp, Batra, & Alden, 2003). It is suggested that such brands act as symbols of cosmopolitanism and "global consumer culture" (Steenkamp & de Jong, 2010).  
In communicating with customers, geo-references can be implemented by using explicit verbal cues (e.g., naming the country of origin), explicit non-verbal cues (e.g., country flags, the globe) and implicit cues (e.g., using the language of the country-of-origin in naming sub-brands).  (Papadopoulos & Heslop, 1993; Thakor & Kohli, 1996). One of the most commonly used implicit geographical reference is the ethnicity of models depicted in ads, commercials, and on web sites (e.g., Martin, Lee, & Yang, 2004, Zhou & Belk, 2004). While use of models has multiple purposes, a model’s ethnicity allows consumers to connect a brand to the lifestyle of a particular part of the world (Tan & Farley, 1987). Multiple ethnicities depicted in catalogues or web sites can indicate a brand’s globalness, while domination of a single ethnicity can be seen as a reference to a particular culture, usually associated with a specific region of the world.
Previous research has investigated and confirmed effects of several different types of geo-references on consumer judgment around the globe. It also has established that each of these types of geo-references is used by companies in their brand communication. However, to the best of our knowledge, no published scholarly paper so far provides theoretical guidance in or a comparative analysis of the extent and purpose of the use of different types of geo-references. This is important because companies and agencies have to prioritize appropriate types of geo-references to maximize the influence on consumers' attitudes towards their brands. Using the Relevance-Distinctiveness-Believability (RDB) framework (Keller, Sternthal, & Tybout, 2002; Kotler & Keller, 2011) we arrive at predictions on the relative use of references to (a) brand globalness, (b) the developed world, (c) the Western World, and (d) the Country-of-Brand-Origin in communication of global luxury fashion brands. We test these predictions by analyzing the relative use of these geo-references in 3,750 cues and 6,667 pictures of models from websites of 15 global luxury fashion brands. While relevance, distinctiveness, and believability may be different in different industries and brand types, the analysis provides a useful framework for discussing and deciding the relative use of geo-references in brand positioning. 
Previous Research on Four Types of Geo-References
The current paper focuses on four categories of geo-references: 1) references to the country of brand origin (CBO); 2) references to a brand’s relatedness to developed countries (RDC); 3) references to a brand’s relatedness to developed Western countries (RWC); and 4) references to brand globalness (BG). All four types have received substantial attention in academic literature. 
Country of Origin/Country of Brand Origin
The COO has a strong and consistent effect of on quality perceptions and purchase intentions in B2B and B2C markets (Peterson and Jolibert, 1995) and in service industries (Cheng, Chen, Lai, & Li, 2014). The COO can change consumers’ perceptions of specific attributes of a product or a brand (Hong & Wyer, 1989; Johansson, Douglas, & Nonaka, 1985; Maheswaran, 1994) or can be used as a “summary cue” or “proxy” to infer a product’s overall quality (Han, 1989; Johansson, 1989; Laroche, Papadopoulos, Heslop, & Mourali, 2005). Both processes may happen simultaneously and be moderated by product familiarity (Knight & Calantone, 2000; Laroche, Kalamas, & Huang, 2005). The COO can produce affective reactions (Brijs, Bloemer, & Kasper, 2011; Laroche, Kalamas, et al., 2005), impact perceptions of hedonic attributes like taste or design (Häubl, 1996) as well as prestige perceptions (Roth & Romero, 1992). 
Increasing globalization leads to multi-national products with many partial origins (e.g., the country of design, the country of manufacture, etc.), each of which was shown to have an effect on product evaluation by consumers (e.g., Iyer & Kalita, 1997; Han & Terpstra, 1988; Ahmed & d'Astous, 2008; Chao, 1993). In this study we focus on the perceived CBO as it is a significant part of the overall COO effect (Ahmed & d'Astous, 2008; Thakor & Kohli, 1996; Thakor & Lavack, 2003) and the most pertinent to strategic brand positioning. 
Relatedness to Developed Countries 
Studies demonstrate that consumers around the world categorize countries into developed and developing countries (Rosenbloom & Haefner, 2009), and show a strong preference for products from developed countries, particularly in the case of technologically complex products (e.g., Bilkey and Nes, 1982; Mohamad, Ahmed, Honeycutt, & Tyebkhan, 2008; Melnyk, Klein, & Völckner, 2012; Guo, 2013; Ar & Kara, 2012; Lee, Chen, & Guy, 2014). Batra et al. (2000) show that admiration for the lifestyle of developed countries mediates the preference for products and brands related to the developed world, in particular among consumers in developing countries. References to the developed world can thus be both references to a product or brand origin in the developed world as well as to the brand's use by and success among consumers in the developed world. 
Relatedness to the West 
A more homogenous subset of developed countries is a group referred to as “Western countries”. Consumers around the world hold a shared set of associations with "The West" based on the consumption of Western cultural material (Cleveland & Laroche, 2007; Steenkamp & De Jong, 2010) and historical and current influence of Western countries in the world (Zhou & Belk, 2004; Dong & Tian, 2009). Typically, consumers' mental category of the "West" comprises North America, Western Europe, Australia and New Zealand (Chang, 2008; Zhou & Belk, 2004), with the United States holding a prototypical position among consumers around the globe (Dong & Tian, 2009; Kumar, Lee, & Kim, 2009; Lwin, Stanaland, & Williams, 2010; Steenkamp & de Jong, 2010).
One commonly used tool to implicitly relate a brand to Western culture is the use of Caucasian models in brand communication (Martin, 2012; Gram, 2007). Even consumers with different ethnicities positively respond to Caucasian models (Dentsu Inc., 1978; Tan and Farley, 1987; Hung, Li, & Belk, 2007; Zhou & Belk, 2004; Harris & Attour, 2003; Khairullah & Khairullah, 2005) seeing them as a signal of a brand’s Westerness (Chang, 2008). Most of previous research, however, focused on print and TV advertising, rather than on online communication. It is possible that brand websites for global brands are more "global", and less "Western" in their appearance than print or TV advertising.
Brand Globalness
BG is defined as the availability and success of a brand in multiple geographical markets. Alden, Steenkamp, and Batra (1999) demonstrated that to position their products some multinational companies appeal to global consumer culture (GCC) in their advertising. It is suggested that BG positively affects consumers’ evaluation of the prestige and quality a brand (Holt, Quelch, & Taylor, 2004; Johansson & Ronkainen, 2005; Steenkamp et al., 2003). The prestige effect of BG is caused by consumers’ cosmopolitanism (Friedman, 1990; Holt et al., 2004) and their desire to belong to a global culture (Gammoh, Koh, Okoroafo, & Elsamen, 2015; Steenkamp et al., 2003), using global brands as a "passport to global citizenship" (Strizhakova, Coulter, & Price, 2008). Therefore, products perceived to be global are particularly attractive for younger, open minded, more cosmopolitan consumers (Rosenbloom & Haefner, 2009; Steenkamp et al., 2003; Dimofte, Johansson, & Ronkainen, 2008; Riefler, 2012; Tu, Khare, & Zhang, 2012; Gammoh, Koh, & Okoroafo, 2011; Strizhakova, Coulter, & Price, 2011; Westjohn, Singh, & Magnusson, 2012; Alden et al., 2006; Steenkamp & de Jong, 2010). 
The theoretical explanation for the positive effect of BG on perceived brand quality builds upon the consensus-cue heuristic:  a brand which is in demand across the globe must be of high quality (Dimofte et al., 2008; Steenkamp et al., 2003). In other words, brand globalness is a risk reducer for consumers (Winit, Gregory, Cleveland, & Verlegh, 2014). 

In sum, previous research has demonstrated that each of the four types of geo-references discussed above can exert a positive effect on brand prestige and quality image. However, to the best of our knowledge, no published academic work provides brand executives and agencies with a comparative framework to determine which of these geo-references or what mix of them would be most effective. Our further discussion will focus on global luxury fashion brands with a European brand origin and on the Internet channel of communication with consumers. We chose the brands because (a) fashion branding has a long tradition of globalization (Papadopoulos & Heslop, 1993, p. 9) which is required to investigate a reasonable sample of global brands; (b) luxury brands build on associations of both high brand prestige and high brand quality - the focus of previous research on geo-references; and (c) their European origin allows us to distinguish between references to CBO, RWC (other Western countries, in particular the US), and RDC. The Internet channel is less restrictive compared to other media allowing to implement multiple communication formats (verbal, visual, etc.) with fewer constraints compared to printed media, TV or radio. This nature of the channel allows us to expect that managers will use various geo-references more freely providing us with a better picture of their choices.

Comparative Framework: Relevance, Distinctiveness, and Believability of Geo-References 
To differentiate a brand successfully from the competition and positively influence consumers’ perceptions of a brand’s prestige and quality, communicated features have to be: a) relevant to consumers, b) distinctive as compared to major competitors, and c) believable (Keller, Sternthal, & Tybout, 2002; Kotler & Keller, 2011). Below we compare the four types of geo-references along these dimensions from a point of view of global luxury fashion brands with a European brand origin. 
Relevance
Country of Brand Origin. The high level of relevance of the CBO is supported by more than 50 years of research. It could be argued that an increase in consumer cosmopolitanism around the world may have decreased the relevance of the CBO, and that global brands are rapidly losing their association with individual countries (Alden, Kelley, Riefler, Lee, & Soutar, 2013). However, according to recent research, ethnocentrism and animosity towards global companies and specific other countries remain strong forces countervailing cosmopolitanism around the world (e.g., Alden et al., 2013; Parker, Haytko, & Hermans, 2011; Tsai, Yoo, & Lee, 2013), even among US GenY consumers (Zdravkovic, 2013). Also, recent research corroborates the strong link between many global brands and their country of origin and the strong impact that CBO has on consumer judgment (Balabanis & Diamantopoulos, 2008; Magnusson, Westjohn, & Zdravkovic, 2011) rooted in rich associations consumers hold with many countries (Diamantopoulos, Schlegelmilch, & Palihawadana, 2011; Papadopoulos & Heslop, 1993). We thus expect relevance of the CBO for consumers around the world to be (still) high. Equally importantly, the CBO cue can be used globally by companies: In a study in 27 countries on four continents, Hsieh, Pan, and Setiono (2004) demonstrate that the CBO of a car is one of the very few positioning elements which can be used around the world to elicit similar responses from consumers. The high relevance of CBO is particularly true for global luxury fashion brands (Hamzaoui-Essoussi, 2010; Godey et al., 2010; Aiello et al., 2009; Bhardwaj, Kumar, and Kim 2010).
Relatedness to Developed Countries. The relevance of RDC in general and specifically for fashion brands is less clear. The number of countries that are considered developed is substantial which means high cultural diversity within this group. Relating a brand to developed countries provides an important cue for quality, but this cue is relevant mostly for consumers in developing countries (Batra et al., 2000; Bilkey & Nes, 1982; Guo 2013). Consumers from developed countries are more knowledgeable about other developed countries and better realize differences in lifestyles and consumer standards. Similarly, for prestige, references to developed countries may be less relevant than references to CBO, especially in developed countries: while for developing countries a brand’s connection to the developed world allows consumers to identify themselves with more advanced consumption and lifestyle models (Batra et al., 2000; Steenkamp & De Jong, 2010), this path would not work for citizens of developed countries who already enjoy such a lifestyle. Therefore, we expect references to RDC to be less relevant than references to CBO for buyers of luxury brands around the globe.
Relatedness to Western Countries. References to the Western World, on the other hand, hold more specific prestige information for consumers, in both developed and developing countries. The West is associated with a history of prosperity and freedom (Batra et al., 2000) as well as images of cultural sophistication (Hung, Li, & Belk, 2007), hedonism, individualism, and modernism (Gram, 2007) which fits luxury fashion brands particularly well (cf. Roth, 1992). On the other hand, historical associations also elicit negative feelings towards the West among Non-Western consumers (Dong & Tian, 2009). We hence expect references to the Relatedness to Western countries (RWC) to be higher in relevance than references to other developed countries, yet still lower than references to CBO. 
Brand Globalness. The relevance of references to brand globalness as a quality and prestige cue remains open for discussion. While some empirical studies suggest a positive and strong relationship between brand globalness and consumer perceptions of prestige and quality (e.g., Gammoh et al., 2011; Steenkamp et al., 2003), others find mixed evidence, depending on the attribute (Schuiling & Kapferer, 2004), the product (Johansson & Ronkainen, 2005) or the method employed (Dimofte et al., 2008). Some studies report even negative attitudes toward global brands (Sichtmann and Diamantopoulos,2013; Lysonski ,2014). Three, possibly intertwined, reasons may account for these inconsistent findings. Firstly, effects of brand globalness may be dependent on relatedness to developed countries or relatedness to the West, rather than mere globalness (Batra et al.,2000; Guo, 2013; Swoboda, Pennemann, & Taube, 2012). Secondly, the effects of brand globalness vary across countries and cultures and are particularly weak in the US, making BG a geo-reference hard to use in a globally standardized brand positioning (Steenkamp and de Jong, 2010; Gammoh et al., 2015; Holt et al., 2004). Thirdly, the value of global brands may be partly offset by animosity against global companies grounded in ethical and normative attitudes held by consumers in many countries (Alden et al., 2013; Holt et al., 2004), including developing countries (Khan & Lee, 2014). Global Openness and Attitude toward Globalization also do not translate into a better attitude toward foreign products as they do not reduce consumer ethnocentrism, despite consumers' self-perceived global mindsets (Suh & Smith, 2008). 
The ambivalent results of the research on the effects of brand globalness suggest a comparatively low relevance of BG for consumers.
Distinctiveness
Being focused on a particular country, the CBO is the most distinctive among the four types of geo-references. It is true that many luxury brands share the same CBO. Yet, being, for example, from Italy is still a more specific and distinctive geo-reference than being a "brand from the West", or "related to the developed world". Because of the relatively homogenous image of many Western countries (Hsieh, Pan, & Setiono, 2004), we expect relatedness to this group to be able to better differentiate a brand compared to Relatedness to Developed Countries or Western Countries in general. Finally, as virtually all relevant luxury brands are distributed globally today, BG is the least distinctive of the four types of geo-references. For example, an ethnographic study by Cayla and Penaloza (2012) found that ad executives in India contest the view that being a global brand alone is enough to convince Indian consumers of the quality and prestige of a brand, given that there now are so many global brands in India. 
Believability
With increasing globalization of product design and manufacturing, the CBO may have become a less believable piece of information, compared to earlier times. While brands are still being associated with particular countries, consumers are aware of the fact that the actual products may be designed in one country, but assembled in another using parts and components manufactured in still other countries (Ahmed & d'Astous, 2003; Bloemer, Brijs, & Kasper, 2009). Furthermore, particularly in Asian luxury markets, myriads of local brands use imagery and brand names alluding to an American, French, or Italian origin. As consumers realize that some brands may mislead consumers about their CBO, brand-origin claims become less believable (Samiee, 2011). Melnyk, Klein and Voelckner (2012) report that consumers in developed countries react negatively to brands whose name pretends an incorrect country of origin, in particular, if the true country of origin is in a developing country. This indicates a comparatively low believability of the CBO information. A broader and more general reference to a group of countries such as RDC or RWC is more believable than references to CBO, as they do not require the consumers to identify and verify the origin of a brand in a particular country. BG is the most believable of the four types of geo-referencing as availability of a brand in multiple countries can be easily verified by consumers, for example through the language selection or store finders on the brand websites. Also, many luxury-brand buyers have encountered or even actively looked for the stores of global luxury brands in other countries, when travelling. Figure 1 summarizes the above discussion.
------------------------------------- Figure 1 about here ------------------------------------------
Hypotheses
Based on the above discussion, executives and agencies of leading global luxury fashion brands have to make a trade-off between relevance and distinctiveness on the one hand and believability on the other when deciding on which geo-reference(s) to give priority in brand communication. Previous research indicates that for leading brands, believability is a lesser concern. Brand credibility is positively correlated with market share and a higher price (Chaudhuri & Holbrook, 2001; Romaniuk & Bogomolova, 2005) and increases with brand awareness (Esch, Langner, Schmitt, & Geus, 2006; Maheswaran, Mackie, & Chaiken, 1992). Leading global fashion brands should not expect their claims regarding their CBO and RWC being doubted by global consumers. We hence predict that leading global luxury fashion brands prioritize geo-references in their global websites along the patterns of relevance and distinctiveness. We predict that the most used type of geo-references will be references to CBO, followed by references to RWC other than CBO, followed by references to relatedness to non-Western developed countries. References to brand globalness are expected to be used the least. 
We assume that the prioritization of geo-references by global luxury fashion brands reflects image-building goals of executives and agencies. However, it is possible to argue that the use of geo-references simply mirrors the geographical or ethnical distribution of target audiences. It could be that the proportion of references to the Western world, as compared to the proportion of references to other developed countries (H4), simply reflects the proportion of target audiences of the brands under investigation. To demonstrate that the observed prioritization of geo-references is in fact a conscious choice of leading global luxury fashion brands based on effectiveness of geo-references, we also compare the ethnicity of models shown on the website with the ethnicity of the visitors of the global websites of these brands, as the closest available proxy for the ethnicities of target audiences. As discussed, it is well-established in literature that Caucasian models reflect, in the perception of consumers around the globe, Western cultural values, and it is safe to assume that executives and agencies are aware of this. Based on our theoretical reasoning on the prioritization of references to the Western world over references to developed countries, we expect that ptoportiom of Caucasian models on global luhury fashion brands’ websites will be higher that proportion of Caucasian visitors of these sites.
Formally, Hypotheses 1 through 7 are presented in Table 4.
Method 
We selected 15 leading global luxury brands which according to the study by Aiello et al. (2009) in eight countries in Asia, Europe, and North America, are perceived by consumers to be representative of global luxury brands in the fashion industry. The brands are: Armani, Bulgari, Burberry, Cartier, Chanel, Dior, Dolce&Gabbana, Gucci, Hermes, Louis Vuitton, Prada, Salvatore Ferragamo, Valentino, Versace, YSL. Initially, the study was designed to analyze the Mandarin, Japanese, and English websites of each of the brands. However, a comparison by a trilingual coder showed that, where available, the three language versions were almost identical in their content. We thus restricted our analysis to English websites as proxies to the global positioning of the brands.
We employed content analysis as the most common method in cross-cultural advertising research (Ford, Mueller, & Taylor, 2011; Okazaki & Mueller, 2007). For each sub-page of each of the 15 websites, one of five extensively trained coders assessed and counted the references to:
· country of brand origin (CBO) measured as references to specific countries;
· relatedness to developed countries other than CBO. Developed countries are the ones identified as "high-income economies" by the World Bank. We split this category into two major sub-categories: 
· relatedness to Western developed countries (RWC). Following mental categorization of the "West" by consumers (Chang, 2008; Zhou & Belk, 2004) and cultural definitions (Lillard, 1998), we define references to Western countries as references to North America, Western Europe, Australia and New Zealand.
· relatedness to other developed countries (RDC). 
· brand globalness (BG); and 
· developing countries, identified as low- and middle-income economies by the World Bank.
The ethnicity (Caucasian, East-Asian, South-Asian, African, other, ambivalent) of the models on all the pictorial material on the website, including videos (e.g., of fashion shows and commercials) and their age groups were noted. Each picture of each model was coded separately, even if the same model was present in another picture or video on the website.
Following conceptual work by Papadopoulos and Heslop (1993) and Thakor and Kohli (1996), three kinds of cues were counted: explicit-verbal, implicit-verbal, and non-verbal. Explicit-verbal references include direct mentions of a reference type (e.g., “France” or “Paris” for the CBO or “global”, “worldwide” for BG). Implicit-verbal cues are references that can be associated with a particular country or positioning (e.g., wrist-watch name "Richelieu" to allude to its French origin). Finally, non-verbal cues include pictures or music reflecting a particular type of reference. (e.g., the national flag, landmarks or music with iconic character; the globe or a map of it for BG). On average, websites contained 250 geo-references and 445 pictures of models, leading to a total sample of 3,750 geo-references and 6,667 models shown.
---------------------------------------Table 1 about here ----------------------------------------
Due to large number of references and the mostly objective rather than interpretive nature of measures central to our hypotheses, we refrained from using multiple coders per site (Gram, 2007).
--------------------------------Table 2 about here ------------------------------------------
Additionally, we retrieved the data on the ethnical distribution of the visitors of each website and their age from Alexa.com. Alexa.com, a California-based subsidiary of Amazon.com, provides commercial traffic estimates based on data from a global traffic panel with a "sample of millions of Internet users using one of over 25,000 different browser extensions" (alexa.com). Alexa data are widely used in practice and have previously been used in scholarly research (e.g., Callaway, 2011; Das, Du, Gopal, & Ramesh, 2011; Germonprez & Hovorka, 2013). According to these data, the average proportion of Caucasians among website visitors of the 15 brands is 46.29% (standard deviation 9.72), with percentages ranging from 33.23% to 67.17%. For 10 out of the 15 brand websites, less than half of their visitors are Caucasian.
Results
The data collected are summarized in Tables 1 and 2. A Friedman Test of variance by ranks for related samples confirms that there are overall significant differences between the frequencies of the four categories of geo-references (Q=35.5771, df=3, p <.001). The proportions of different types of geo-references on the web sites of 15 leading global luxury fashion brands are summarized in Table 3.
-----------------------------------Table 3 about here--------------------------------------
For the test of our specific hypotheses, we used the Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test for pair-wise differences between proportions of different types of geo-referencing cues. The Wilcoxon test is appropriate for paired samples and small sample size (n=15 websites). 
Our data supported all hypotheses except Hypotheses 1 and 6 (Table 4). The leading global luxury fashion brands use references to the CBO and RWC significantly more often than references to brand globalness or references to the brand’s relatedness to non-Western developed countries.
--------------------------------Table 4 about here-----------------------------------------
For the test of H7, we compare the percentages of Caucasian website visitors to the percentages of Caucasian models shown on these websites. The difference is highly significant (W=-3.408, p=.001), confirming H7. We conclude that models depicted on the global websites of the 15 global luxury brands are not representative of their website visitors, and that there is a disproportional emphasis on Caucasian models.
While H1 is not supported, the relationship between references to the CBO and references to a brand’s relatedness to the Western world has at least the predicted direction: on average references to the CBO comprise about 44% of all geo-references on a web site as opposed to 31% for references to RWC (Table 3). The difference between median values is even larger. The small sample size is the most likely explanation of the lack of statistical significance.
Conversely, the lack of support for H6 is caused by the actual relationship being opposite to the predicted, with references to brand globalness being used slightly more often than references to a brand’s relatedness to countries like Japan, South Korea, Singapore and so on (Table 3). 
Discussion and Practical Implications
The current study shows that geo-referencing is an important tool in brands’ communication with potential consumers: on average, there were 250 geo-references on the websites of 15 leading global luxury fashion brands that we analyzed, not counting the implicit references in model ethnicity. Therefore the task of prioritizing different types of geo-references should be an important part of brand managers’ and agencies’ activities.
In this study we apply Kotler and Keller's Relevance-Distinctiveness-Believability (RDB) framework for the comparative analysis of the relative effectiveness of four types of geo-references: references to the country of brand origin (CBO), references to relatedness to developed Western countries other than CBO (RWC), references to relatedness to non-Western developed countries (RDC), and references to brand globalness (BG). The framework allows us to develop testable predictions regarding the prioritization of geo-references by leading global luxury fashion brands.
The results of the study indicate that references to the country of brand origin and to the brand’s relatedness to Western countries are perceived by luxury fashion brand’s managers and agencies as the two most relevant and distinctive types of geo-references. The heavy reliance on the most specific types of geo-references (as opposed to more general references to brand globalness and developed countries in general) suggests that executives and agencies prioritize geo-references with a view to strategically position the brand rather than to just reflect the structure of target audiences. Caucasian models are given a strongly disproportionate representation. Indeed, the observed excessive reliance on Caucasian models in visual materials on global luxury brands’ websites suggests that brand managers and agencies concur with research on the existence of a favorable, idealized stereotype of the Western world held by consumers in many countries (Hung et al. 2007; Chang 2008; Kairullah & Kairullah 2007), and make conscious use of this stereotype. In line with this interpretation, additional analyses reveal that the ethnicity is not the only discrepancy between website visitors and models depicted. The models used on the websites investigated are also significantly younger than the website visitors: on average 88.4% of models were estimated to be between 18 and 34 years old by our coders, while only 59.8% of visitors belong to this age category (Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test, W=-3.408, p=.001). It is well known that advertising oftentimes deploys "idealized models", that is, models which based on collectively held stereotypes meet ideal self-perceptions with regard to age, wealth, freedom, body weight and shape, and general attractiveness (Antioco, Smeesters, & Boedec, 2012; Pezzuti, Pirouz, & Pechmann, 2015). So being Western – together with being wealthy, youthful, and attractive – is apparently a big part of luxury fashion brands positioning. The limited use of references to RDC – countries like Japan, South Korea, Singapore, or the United Arab Emirates – further supports our inference that the brands investigated specifically stress the Western image rather than the image of affluence.  
Our study demonstrates that the strategies of leading global brands on the mix of geo-references can be meaningfully predicted based on an analysis of the relevance, distinctiveness, and believability of different types of geo-references. This indicates that an RDB analysis is a viable and practical tool for companies which can simplify the challenging task of deciding what weight to give to which type of geo-references in communications with consumers. Our study thereby help executives to answer a question not addressed by previous research, which normally analyze geo-references one at a time.
Limitations and Future Research
Several limitations of this study need to be addressed in the future research. 
Our study does not investigate the effectiveness of the observed mix of geo-references. It assumes that leading brands in the fashion industry would have it “right”. An experimental study can shed more light on the actual effectiveness of different combinations of geo-references in communicating a brand’s positioning.
Only a limited number of brands were studied in the current paper, all of them European and belonging to a single industry. Relevance, distinctiveness, and believability of geo-references most likely vary by product category and brand type (Rosenbloom and Haefner, 2009). For less known brands, believability is of greater concern and relevance hinges on the geo-references available to the company. The brands investigated had strong CBOs (France, the UK, Italy) as well as Relatedness to Developed and Western countries at their disposal. For global brands with less known CBOs and brands from developing countries, brand globalness may be the strongest and hence most relevant argument to make.
Finally, we focused only at a single mode of communication with consumers – webpages. A look at other marketing communication channels is needed.
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Table 1: Total numbers of geographical cues on websites
	
	Explicit-
Verbal
	Implicit-
Verbal
	Non-
verbal
	Total
	Average % of all references on a website (st. dev.)

	References to CBO
	826
	786
	46
	1,658
	44.14% (0.20)

	References to Western developed countries other than CBO
	770
	201
	114
	1085
	31.22% (0.16)

	References to non-Western developed countries 
	571
	96
	84
	751
	5.48% (0.05)

	References to developing countries
	344
	47
	89
	480
	11.20% (0.07)

	References to brand globalness
	198
	40
	6
	244
	7.96% (0.05)

	Total
	
	
	
	3,750
	100%



[bookmark: _Ref418170961]Table 2: Average proportions of models by age and etnicity on websites
	
	Female
	Male

	Age
	< 15
	16-34
	35-59
	> 60
	< 15
	16-34
	35-59
	> 60

	Caucasian
	1.30%
	56.98%
	0.47%
	0.03%
	0.64%
	31.48%
	1.24%
	0.59%

	African
	0.11%
	1.06%
	0.00%
	0.00%
	0.02%
	0.75%
	0.01%
	0.00%

	South-Asian
	0.08%
	1.93%
	0.02%
	0.00%
	0.00%
	1.16%
	0.03%
	0.01%

	East-Asian
	0.00%
	0.01%
	0.00%
	0.00%
	0.00%
	1.34%
	0.00%
	0.00%

	Other
	0.00%
	0.00%
	0.00%
	0.00%
	0.00%
	0.00%
	0.00%
	0.00%

	Ambivalent
	0.00%
	0.24%
	0.00%
	0.00%
	0.00%
	0.51%
	0.01%
	0.00%



[bookmark: _Ref418021060]Table 3: Descriptive statistics of proportions of geo-referencing cues
	
	Proportion of references to CBO
	Proportion of references to developed Western countries other than CBO 
	Proportion of references to non-western developed countries
	Proportion of globalness cues

	n
	15
	15
	15
	15

	Mean
	.4414
	.3122
	.0548
	.0796

	Median
	.4704
	.2811
	.0514
	.0576

	Std. Deviation
	.2035
	.1608
	.0515
	.0543

	Minimum
	.06
	.09
	.00
	.00

	Maximum
	.76
	.61
	.20
	.16



[bookmark: _Ref418022677]Table 4: Hypotheses summary and test results
	
	Hypothesis
	Short Form
	Result

	H1
	The number of references to the country of brand origin (CBO) used by leading global luxury fashion brands on their global websites is higher than the number of references to the relatedness to Western countries other than the CBO (RWC). 
	CBO > RWC
	not confirmed (W=1.420, p=.156)

	H2
	The number of references to the CBO on global websites is higher than the number of references to the Relatedness to non-Western Developed Countries (RDC). 
	CBO > RDC
	confirmed, (W=3.351, p=.001)

	H3
	The number of references to the CBO on global websites is higher than the number of references to brand globalness (BG). 
	CBO > BG
	confirmed (W=3.408, p=.001)

	H4
	The number of references to the RWC other than the CBO on global websites is higher than the number of references to RDC.
	RWC > RDC
	confirmed (W=3.408, p=.001)

	H5
	The number of references to the RWC other than the CBO used on global websites is higher than the number of references to BG.
	RWC > BG
	confirmed (W=3.408, p=.001)

	H6
	The number of references to the RDC on global website is higher than the number of references to BG.
	RDC > BG
	not confirmed (W=-1.475, p=.140)

	H7
	The percentage of Caucasian models used by leading global luxury fashion brands on their global website is higher than then percentage of Caucasian visitors of these websites.
	Percent Caucasian Models > Percent Caucasian Website Visitors
	confirmed (W=3.408, p=.001)
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