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 Chapter XIII
Feeling Welcome:
Internet Tourism Marketing 
Across Cultures
Wolfgang Georg Arlt, University of Applied Sciences, Germany

Abstract
If used in a proper way, the Internet can be a powerful cross-cultural incoming tour-
ism communication tool. This chapter examines to what extent the opportunities are 
utilized which are offered in the virtual sphere to extend across physical and cultural 
distances a welcoming hand to potential visitors from far-away source markets. The 
discussion is based on the results of a study about the non-german language Web 
sites of Central European DMOs, conducted in 2002 and updated in 2006, and the 
results of a study of German-language Web sites of non-European NTOs and DMOs, 
conducted in 2005. It can be shown that an increase in multilingual Web sites within 
the  period under review can be recognized, but that an increase in cross-cultural 
awareness of the providers of such Web sites is still lacking.
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 Introduction
“Tourism destinations are probably one of the most difficult “products” to market, 

involving large numbers of stakeholders and a brand image over which a destination 

marketing manager typically has very little control.” (Palmer, 2004, p. 128) In the 

21    century, both  the expectations  as well as  the actual experiences are  informed 

st

by all kind of communication received via media beforehand and by interpretation 

through different kinds of “cultural  mediators”  (Ooi,  2002),  which influence  and 

shape the “tourists gaze” (Urry, 2002), especially in international tourism.

These complex processes are only accessible for the tourism industry in a very limited 

way, as images are not simply the result of promotions put forward by companies 

or destinations (Goodall & Ashworth, 1988). The brand image for example of Arab 

countries for European tourists can be traced back to the Orientalism (Said, 1978) 

fortified by Flaubert and French painters like Delacroix, Decamps, and Fromentin 

(Lemaire, 2000). The way these countries are portrayed in the news in a situation of 

increased fears of terrorism also will influence the image. Peer-group information and 

the travellers own experiences play an often even more important role here, forming 

the image according to the descriptions by friends and colleagues who have actually 

been there and on the background of own former visits to foreign countries. 

Nevertheless, some degree of  influence of the brand building based on  “image”  by 

the responsible destination marketing organization is possible and in fact an important 

part of the marketing strategy for a given destination (Chon, 1991). This influence is 

growing with the “otherness” of the destination (Bieger, 2002). The degree of otherness 

is perceived in the same way as distances are perceived in tourism—not in kilometres, 

but in  accessibility, including  accessibility in  a  cultural  and  lingual  sense. The less 

well-known, the more exotic a destination is, the greater the chance to influence the 

image through tourism marketing activities. One important tool for such long-range 

marketing activities in the 21   century is undoubtedly the Internet. st

If used in a proper way, the Internet can be a powerful cross-cultural incoming tour-

ism communication tool. This chapter examines to what extent the opportunities are 

utilized which are offered in the virtual sphere to extend across physical and cultural 

distances a welcoming hand to potential visitors from far-away source markets. The 

discussion is based on the results of a study about the non-german language Web sites 

of Central European DMOs (Destination Marketing Organizations), conducted in 

2002 and updated in 2006, and the results of a study of German-language Web sites 

of non-European NTOs (National Tourism Organizations) and DMOs, conducted in 

2005. It will be found that an increase in multilingual Web sites within the period 

under review can be recognized, but that an increase in cross-cultural awareness of 

the providers of such Web sites is still lacking.
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Tourism and Internet Marketing
Within a single decade, the Internet has developed from an obscure network for sci-

entists into an indispensable daily tool for about 16 percent of the world population. 

The number of  Internet users, doubling  from approximately 500 million  in 2001 

(Globalreach, 2005), to more than a billion in 2005 (Internet World Statistics, 2006), 

has surpassed the number of international travels, which grew from 684 million to 

808 million border-crossings in the same period (WTO, 2006).

Not counting the 2 percent of Internet users both in Africa and in Oceania, roughly 

one third each of the global Internet users are located in the USA, in Asia and in the 

Europe respectively. In 2000, English was still the mother tongue of 50 percent of 

all Internet users. By 2006, the user community can be divided by languages into 

three  almost equal parts,  having  English, another European  or an Asian language 

as their respective mother tongues. Comparing the situation in 2001 and in 2006, 

English lost ground dramatically especially to Chinese and to “smaller” languages, 

documenting  the  fact that  the  Internet  has  outgrown  its  mainly  North American 

beginnings. 

Travel and tourism is  one of the major fields of Internet usage. In terms of sales, 

tourism products like air tickets, hotel rooms and last-minute packages for domestic 

and short-haul tourism are the most common products sold via the Internet except 

books. Here the Internet’s main function is to  act as a booking  machine. In 2002 

online travel sales reached 27 billion US$ in the North American and 8 billion € in 

Table  1. World  Internet  users  by  mother tongue  2001-2006 (Sources:  September 
2001  data: GlobalReach,  2001;  November  2004 and March  2006 data: Internet 
World Statistics, 2006.) 
Language 2001 2004 2006

English 43 35 31

Spanish 7 7 8

German 7 7 6

Italian 4 4 3

French  3 5 4

Portuguese 3 3 3

Dutch 2 2 2

Chinese 9 13 13

Japanese 9 8 9

Korean 4 4 3

Others 9 12 18

Total users 505 million 801 million 1022 million
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Figure 1. World Internet users by mother tongue 2001-2006 (in  percent) (Sources: 
September 2001 data: GlobalReach, 2001; November 2004 and March 2006 data: 
Internet World Statistics, 2006.)
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the European market, capturing 14 percent and 5 percent of the total market respec-

tively (Marcussen, 2003). For 2005, the European market expanded  to  25 billion 

€ (10 percent) (Marcussen, 2006). The total value of online travel sales worldwide 

reached  49  billion  US$  in  2005  and  climbed  further  to  65  billion  US$  in  2005 

(eMarketer, 2005), not the least fuelled by no-frill airline ticket sales.

Internet marketing has, as has been recognized by the industry, a number of advan-

tages against other media:

•  Reduced costs compared to advertisement and promotional activities

•  Easier to update than brochures and pamphlets

•  Easier and cheaper to handle compared to telephone hotlines

•  24 hr availability of information (Douglas & Mills, 2004; Mills & Morrison, 

2002)

For Incoming tourism, especially for long-haul leisure travel, the dominant usage 

and the main advantage of Internet Web sites is quite different.  Decision-making 

for  travel requires qualified information and confidence, making the Internet first 

of all an image-building tool, important to help deciding whether to go to a specific 

new destination, to stay for a shorter or longer period, or to use specific services of 
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a company at the destination. Incoming tourists, especially when not travelling to 

neighbouring countries,  are by necessity less spontaneous.  Perceived images will 

therefore play  a  more  important role  in  their decision for  or against  travelling to 

certain destinations or using certain services, whereas online booking will be less 

relevant in a situation of unfamiliarity with the destination.

New incoming  tourists  are  not easy  to  target.  Established,  major  markets can be 

reached via sending information  to  known  customers,  by traditional public rela-

tions work, fair attendance, advertisements, and so on. These measures are however 

costly, time- and effort consuming and typically do not reach minor—or underes-

timated—markets. Potential visitors from new source markets can be more easily 

targeted by a dedicated Web site, which can be found by the customer wherever he 

or she lives. No other medium can beat the Internet as the cheapest, most convenient 

and  most  efficient  way  to  address  these  potential  customers in distant countries, 

belonging to different cultures.

What  culture and  cultural  differences  mean, especially  for tourism,  is  a  topic  of 

hot debate  (Reisinger & Turner,  2003; Trompenaars  &  Hampden-Turner,  1998). 

Hofstede (2001) defines culture as “collective programming of the mind which dis-

tinguishes the members of one group or category of people from those of another” 

(p. 9). and, according to Paul A. Herbig, “over 450 definitions of the word culture 

exist” (Herbig, 1998, p. 11). However, this is not the place to enter the “relevance 

of culture”  debate, as  at least the existence of  cultural differences is not disputed 

in the tourism literature. 

A differentiation of  the classical “guest-host” interrelation scheme  (Smith, 1989) 

should be introduced  here. Marion Thiem  (1994) developed the thinking  tool of 

four different tourism cultures. Extending the well-known distinction of Goffman 

(1959) of the front stage and the backstage of a destination, she points out the dif-

ference between the daily-life cultures of the travellers home region and the specific 

culture of travellers away from home, which differs considerably from the daily-life 

culture  in  factual behaviour  as  in  self-perception. Similarly  the  inhabitant of  the 

destination also has a daily-life culture as well as another culture which is the one 

shown  to  the tourists purposely, being  it as  a “genuine fake” (Brown, 1996) or  a 

“mediated authenticity” (Ooi, 2002). The form of this presented culture might also 

be different for different target markets. 

For cross-culture tourism marketing—online as well as offline—this communicated 

culture has to be adapted to each source market culture accordingly, stressing com-

mon points or explaining local culture in terms which relate to the source culture and 

are therefore easier to understand and probably more sympathetic to the receiver. In 

international business the seller is expected to adapt to the buyer, this is the “Iron 

Rule #1” for cross-culture marketing, according to Gesteland (2002, p. 15). 
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For the cross-culture Internet marketing of destinations and attractions this author 

proposed  in  an  earlier  study  an  expansion  of  this  “Iron  Rule”  to  three  “Golden 

Rules”, namely that the the potential customer/visitor has to be able to:

•   Find the online information 
•   Understand the online information 
•   Feel comfortable about the way it is presented       (arlt, 2005) 

The technical problem of finding has become smaller with the availability of better 

global search engines. Still a domain address which is neither a .com-address nor 

a  top-level domain of the targeted market (for instance .de, .at., .ch in the case of 

German-speaking customers) and/or a non-intuitive address like “www.aspureasits-

gets.com” or “www.fac.de” will make it harder for the user to locate the Web site. 

Keywords in the language  of the target  markets and  links from other,  local  Web 

sites will enhance the visibility of the Web site.

Understanding starts with language. As stated above, only a third of all Internet us-

ers share a common mother tongue, English, even though many Internet users are 

able to  understand English  to different degrees. However, information given  on a 

Web site conveys not just the facts, it also shows respect and attention paid to the 

speakers  of other languages—or the  lack of  it. To make visitors  feel welcome, to 

make them feel that “they thought about me”, providing information in the mother 

tongue of the visitors will make a huge difference in supporting a positive bonding 

beyond the mere availability of useful facts. According to Forrester Research, Web 

site visitors stay twice as long on a local language Web site compared to an English 

Web  site (De  Palma, 1998).  “Even customers who speak English prefer sites that 

offer their local language as well as local product selections, relevant payment op-

tions, and localized versions of customer service” (Torris, 1999). Toru (1998) and 

Auh  (1998) underline  the  importance  of  multilingual  sites  for Japan  and  Korea. 

Kralisch and Mandl (2006) point out that even for bilingual speakers of a ‘smaller’ 

language “the use  of their native  tongue can represent  an  additional  service  that 

discriminates a product from others by enhancing its value/perception” (p. 2). This 

statement is supported by their research which shows clear preferences by users for 

native language Web sites if given a choice.

Besides the question  of  the  usage of  different  languages, would-be visitors from 

afar will in many cases request information that is much too obvious for local us-

ers to be mentioned. Few Chinese will need to be informed about the fact that the 

shops are  open seven days a week in China; for a German this might be a  useful 

reminder helping to shape their travel plans. Illustrations and webcams can provide 

additional useful non-verbal  information, providing information  like the dressing 

style of the locals, architectural features, daily life behaviour etc. which will elude 
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the attention of members of the local culture but provide useful insights for viewers 

with different cultural backgrounds.

To make potential visitors feel comfortable is the most complicated but also most 

rewarding  part of Cross-Culture Internet Marketing. To provide the address  of  a 

German-speaking dentist for potential German visitors may need a bit of extra re-

search, but to provide this information will put to rest one of the many worries of 

potential German visitors to  an overseas destination  and  will help to turn  anxiety 

into pleasant anticipation. Colours and symbols have different meanings in differ-

ent cultures. Web sites overflowing with colours and moving graphic objects may 

look interesting and cute to some visitors but confusing, kitschy or even offending 

(Becker, 2002) to others. An Asian Web site which uses colours perceived as “typi-

cal Caribbean” will mystify the European Web site visitor. The expected carriers of 

trustworthy information  will vary—they will have to be  “authorities” for visitors 

from more hierarchical orientated societies and peer group members for individu-

alistically moulded visitors. 

“You cannot not communicate, especially across cultures”, Paul Watzlawick stated 40 

years ago (Watzlawick, Beavin, & Jackson, 1967). While such a comment probably 

overstates the communication problem, destination Web sites that obviously do not 

care about foreign, especially non-English speaking tourists by not providing useful 

information, or providing static or outdated pages for them are in danger of sending 

a signal to such potential visitors that suggests: “You are not welcome here”. 

Measuring the Cross-cultural Service Quality of 
Tourism Web Sites
Many tourism sites, especially of  NTOs  and DMOs, cannot  use  online sales as  a 

measurement, as they typically do generate little or no revenue of their own (Tier-

ney,  2000). Nevertheless, the evaluation of the effectiveness  of their Web sites is 

needed to learn about the relation between cost and effect, to facilitate continuous 

improvements and to compare the performance of the site with its competitors and 

industry peers (Morrison, Taylor, & Douglas, 2004). 

Studies on Web site evaluation have been conducted for a decade with the emergence 

of agreed methods for Web site evaluation. Murphy, Forrest, Wotring, and Bryner 

(1996); Murphy,  Forrest, and Wotring (1996); and Kasavana,  Knutson, and Polo-

nowski (1997) can be counted among the pioneers of Web site evaluation, concen-

trating on hotels and restaurants. Among the first evaluations for tourism Web sites 

are the studies of Hanna and Millar (1997) and of Cano and Prentice (1998). A list 

of major Web site evaluation studies is provided in Morrison et al. (2004, p. 241). 
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All these studies rely on different forms of content analysis with different features 

and characteristics evaluated, mostly executed by just one expert.

With  a  few  exceptions  (e.g.,  Donthu,  & Yoo,  1998;  Furrer,  Liu,  &  Sudharshan, 

2000; Okazaki,  2004; Tsikriktsis, 2002), most surveys have given little attention 

to  the  special  requirements of  Web sites  crossing  linguistical  and—more  impor-

tantly—cultural  borders.  However,  Sigala  and  Sakellaridis  (2004)  have  tried  to 

use Hofstede’s cultural dimensions to developed global rules for culturally aware 

Web  site design. Schegg, Steiner, Frey, and Murphy (2002) include language use 

as part of a “value-added service” within their five dimensions, the other four be-

ing service  processes, customer  relationships, creating trust and  cybermarketing. 

Douglas and Mills (2004) mention “glocalisation” and the need “… to communicate 

in the  language of  the  visitor thus  opening  the  international  gateway  to  the  local 

products and services.” (p. 277). The appeal that “the results of studies focusing on 

the cross-cultural differences in online search behavior … should be incorporated 

into Web site designing process to capture every cultural market segment since the 

Internet targets are worldwide” (Jang, 2004, p. 45) is seldom translated into criteria 

for Web site evaluation. Even so, implicit cultural values are part of any evaluation 

when  for instance  “uncluttered” Web  pages are seen as an  asset  of  any  Web site 

regardless of the targeted audience (Morrison et al., 2004, p. 250).

The Present Research: Results of Two Studies
The two studies presented here are based on earlier research of the author in cross-

culture Internet marketing, starting originally outside the field of tourism. Through 

a series of studies on cross-culture Internet marketing in tourism, for instance about 

the  multilingual  and  multicultural  content  of  the  regional  British Tourist  Board 

Visitor Web sites, eight groups of criteria were developed and refined, taking into 

account different  research  approaches  found in the literature  (Arlt, 2001,  2002a, 

2000b, 2003, 2005).

Points were given for 65  weighted  criteria under  the headings of  “accessibility”, 

“languages”, “technical quality”, “design quality”, “international content”, “target 

group specific content”, “topicality”, and “interactivity”. 

Visibility, technical quality, design quality and target group specific content made up 

the first cluster, each evaluated with a maximum of 100 achievable points awarded. 

The other four criteria, that is, language, specific content, topicality and interactiv-

ity were awarded a 50 percent higher weighting, as these aspects have been found 

in earlier studies to be especially responsible for the evaluation of the usage of the 

opportunities of virtual cross-cultural communication. Each criterion was evaluated 

with a maximum of 150 achievable points. Altogether a maximum of 1,000 points 

could be achieved. 
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Even though the main topic of the research was cross-cultural marketing, visibility, 

technical, and design quality were included as “[i]t seems imperative that any holis-

tic Web site evaluation approach must have at its foundation an assessment of the 

technical details of the site design. Insufficient attention to site design and search 

engine positioning greatly reduce the value of good content and sound marketing.” 

(Morrison et al., 2004, p. 246)

For each criterion 80 percent of all possible points (80 and 120 points respectively) 

were awarded according to five to eight sub-criteria each (see Appendix 1). The other 

20 percent of  each criterion  were awarded  for special  outstanding offers,  making 

it possible to award single achievements not included in the sub-criteria. For each 

sub-criterion the full points or a fraction could be awarded.

The first study using the methods described above was conducted in March 2002, 

with an update done  in April  2006.  It  analysed  the internationality of  the official 

tourism Web sites of 60 DMOs in Germany, Austria and the German-speaking part 

of Switzerland. The selection was done in the following way: For Germany, the 30 

cities and communities with the highest numbers of foreign overnight stays accord-

ing to the German national statistics (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2001) were selected, 

provided that they offered any foreign language content on their tourism Web sites. 

Accordingly, twelve destinations could not be evaluated, including three out of the 

dozen of most foreign-visited destinations (Düsseldorf , Medebach, and Gunderath), 

and  destinations  down  to  the  No. 43  on the list,  Boppard,  entered  the  evaluation 

process. Similarly, for  Austria the 15 communities with the highest number of foreign 

overnight stays were selected according to the national statistics (Statistik Austria, 

2002). In Austria only one destination (Mittelberg) had to be dropped because it did 

not offer  any  foreign language content.  For Switzerland, only destinations in the 

German-speaking part of the Swiss Confederation were used, excluding ski resorts 

like St. Moritz  and Klosters and cities like Berne and Geneve. As no  ranking  for 

foreign overnight stays is provided, all destinations being named on www.myswit-

zerland.com as important international destinations were chosen, provided that they 

had  more than  20,000 inhabitants, were located in the German speaking Cantons 

of Switzerland and offered foreign  language  content. Many of  these destinations 

failed on the last criterion, offering content only in German even though  they  are 

visited by many Swiss and foreign guests speaking other languages. In the end, 15 

destinations could be evaluated for German-speaking Switzerland.

The Austrian capital Vienna  emerged  as  overall  winner and  the  only destination 

that  reached  very  good  marks  (890/1000)  in  this  study.  Five  other  destinations 

could claim a good result with more than two thirds of the points available, namely 

Zurich, Saalbach-Hinterglemm, Berlin, Innsbruck, and Sölden. Four out of the six 

best Web sites were provided by Austrian communities, whereas in Germany and 

Switzerland only the respective biggest city could achieve a satisfactory score. Three 

Swiss, five Austrian, and 11 German destinations were awarded more than half of 

the maximum number  of points, nine other  destinations achieving more than 400 

points and a “passed” mark. 
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No less than 26 mainly German and Swiss destinations, almost half of all Web sites 

evaluated, failed to reach even 40 percent of the possible points and must be regarded 

as providing a rather negative brand image to non-German speaking potential visi-

tors (for the list of all 60 cities see Appendix 2).

The main problems could be summarized as follows:

•  Many important destinations did not provide any non-German content at all, 

ignoring  the  information needs of  the 98  percent of mankind  not speaking 

German.

•  Foreign language content was offered in most cases in English only.  Online 

content in other languages was rare, even when printed information was avail-

able in other languages.

•  Almost all Web sites showed a lack of consistency. Positive or original solu-

tions in  one  part  contrasted with  erroneous or lacking offers in other parts. 

Coincidence or arbitrariness played a big role: for example, links often led to 

German language content without warning or explanation.

•  The major advantages of Internet communication, topicality and interactivity 

were  seldom  used.  Especially  information about upcoming  events,  which  is 

less easy to find for  potential visitors in other countries, was  not translated. 

Foreign language content was often outdated, even when the German content 

was up-to-date.

•  Very  rarely  non-German  pages  of  the  Web  sites  evaluated  used  interactive 

elements  like  newsletters,  guestbooks,  or  instantly  downloadable  informa-

tion.  The opportunities to get information about the  visitors  to the Web site 

were almost totally ignored, as were the chances to get in contact with foreign 

media or travel company representatives in international source markets. Of-

fering pictorial current information by using webcams to show daily life in a 

destination in real-time was seldom used. 

•  A check of the quality of the foreign language content at regular intervals is 

obviously  almost  never  done.  Broken  links  and  very  outdated  information 

were found much more often on the non-German than on the German content 

pages.

•  An  adaptation to  special  source  markets and  their  interest  and  culture was 

seldom  found. Special navigation, different colours, additional content,  and 

so on were lacking. Information was not offered with a customer orientation. 

For  example  maps  showing  the  location  of  the  destination  within  Europe, 

information about foreign language  church services,  addresses of  mosques, 

and so on were almost never provided. Target-group specific content proved 

to be the least developed part, with just eleven out of  the 60 evaluated Web 

sites reaching more than half of the total points awarded.
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•  The fact that tourism and holidays should be connected to fun and happiness 

was communicated only by some of the Austrian Web sites. On the German 

and Swiss-German pages old buildings instead of smiling visitors, art historians 

lectures instead of specific ambience and complicated feedback forms instead 

of photographs of the contact person clearly dominated.

•  Especially  negative  impressions  were  given  by  English-language  parts  of 

Web sites which seemed to have been abandoned long ago. In addition, some 

DMOs  openly refused to  send out information material to  addresses outside 

the home country. Visitors were further  angered  on many Web sites by sen-

tences like “For more information please consult the German pages” or very 

bad translations obviously done by a non-native speaker.

After four years, the Web sites were revisited. Out of the top 10 Web sites of 2002, 

Vienna  still  remained  clearly  the  best  international  DMO  Web  site  in  German-

speaking Europe, with now 14 languages and adapted content for most of them. The 

second-placed Zurich still offers a technically excellent Web site, however with only 

English content and little interactivity. Saalbach-Hinterglemm, Sölden, and Lech kept 

their lively style, by creating the infrastructure for a foreign language community, 

by taking care to provide foreign language texts also for webcam explanations, and 

so on. Berlin and Bremen now offer 10 languages each, with special content added 

especially for the FIFA World Cup 2006, whereas Innsbruck and Baden-Baden in 

April 2006 still included content on their Web sites about the possibility to visit the 

Christmas markets of 2005. Trier offered an up-to-date international Web site with 

different content versions for different target groups, putting for example informa-

tion about the Karl Marx museum on the Chinese language homepage only. Leipzig, 

the number 11  of the 2002  study  as best East German city also added content for 

the FIFA World Cup 2006 and even provides as a rare treat links to the homepages 

of its sister cities. 

Out of  the four German  and Austrian cities among the  top 12 international desti-

nations, which did not provide any foreign language content on their Web sites in 

2002, only Düsseldorf had improved its offer by 2006. However, even though Düs-

seldorf is still the no. 6 of the international destinations in Germany, only a partial 

English Web site is offered. Current events are still only provided in German and 

some links, leading for instance to the important Caravaggio exhibition to be held 

later in 2006, are not working.

The bottom 10 destinations of 2002 continued to show many shortcomings. Bonn 

”  (to  the  english  still  expected  visitors  to  understand  “ Zur  englischen  Startseite
homepage) as the description of  the button to click  to get to some English—non-

current—content. St.  Gallen, Schaffhausen,  Rüdesheim,  Solothurn, and  Brunnen 

showed no improvement with information up to two years old and no information 

on events in foreign languages. “If you understand a little German you might find 

some useful information on our site” the Schaffhausen site states rather frankly.
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Neustift provides information in seven languages but on a Web site done in an rather 

amateurish way. Real improvements were shown only by the two big German city 

Web  sites of Frankfurt  and Köln.  Both  include  more  languages  now,  Köln  even 

offers  a  Chinese-German  language  guide  and  multi-language  news  provided by 

Deutsche  Welle (German International  Radio).  However,  both  Web  sites  showed 

still a  limited  interactivity,  a  confusing  embedding of international  into  German 

content (Köln) and  a  German  sense of  humour (Frankfurt):  “Please note  that  we 

only offer this service (events calendar) in German due to the large amount of topi-

cal information available.”

To  summarise, after  four years  more  languages are used,  but almost no  improve-

ment in intercultural skills are displayed. The big German cities are getting a push 

from the  FIFA World Cup  2006. Some  small destinations keep their advantage in 

international customer orientation, many  others  still do  not give much  thought to 

their international visitors and provide English language content only out of a sense 

of duty but without any enthusiasm or professionalism or even insight into the gains 

that can result from it.

For the second study presented  here,  which was  conducted in August/September 

2005,  the opposite approach  was used. This time German-speaking tourists were 

chosen as the target group to answer the question: how are non-European destina-

tions  using targeted Web  sites to  lure  German-speaking  tourists  to  their  shores? 

The choice of German was based—besides the background of the researcher—on 

the  fact  that  German-speaking  people  are both  prolific  Internet  users and  ardent 

international travellers. 

In the three mainly German-speaking countries Germany, Austria and Switzerland, 

Internet usage is above 55 percent, resulting in 62 million Internet users, represent-

ing almost 7 percent  of the world  Internet population  against the fact  that  only 2 

percent of the world population speaks German (Globalreach, 2005). At the same 

time, German-speaking  tourists  are responsible for no  less than  15 percent of all 

international tourism expenditure. Germany, as the number one tourism spending 

nation in 2004 was the source of 71 billion US$ tourism spending outside Germany. 

Austrian  and  Swiss  travellers  added another 11 and 9 billion US$  respectively in 

their  international  spending  (UNWTO,  2006).  If  segmented  by  languages,  Ger-

man-speaking tourists with 91 billion US$ expenditures represent by far the biggest 

purchasing  power  in  international  tourism  after  tourists  from  English-speaking 

countries. Even if taking into consideration  that about 80 percent  of the German-

speaking outbound travellers stay within Europe, 18 billion US$ for the remaining 

20 percent  inter-continental  travellers  still  represent  an  out-of-continent  tourism 

purchasing power equalled only by US citizens.

The culture of German-speaking people can briefly be described in Hofstede terms 

as showing very high uncertainty avoidance levels, very low power distance levels, 

medium high individuality and masculinity levels, and rather short-term orientation. 
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This results, speaking very generally, in a pronounced interest in planning on the 

basis of clear and extensive information, the wish to find out by themselves rather 

following advice, to see “behind the curtain”, and a rather high wish for security as 

well as education. These characteristics are more pronounced in long-haul leisure 

tourists who tend to be better educated and/or older than the average German-speak-

ing traveller (Hofstede, 2001).

For the 2005  study, 500 Web sites  of NTOs and  DMOs of national and regional 

destinations  as  well  as  important  cities  and well-known  attractions,  relevant  for 

German  outbound  tourism,  were  visited.  The  destinations  and  attractions  were 

selected by using statistics from the German National Tourism Board and through 

analysis of major German tour operators’ catalogues. To mirror the search behaviour 

of German tourists,  only Web sites recognisable as the “official” Web sites of the 

destinations and attractions were considered, not Web sites of third parties or private 

partner companies in Central Europe. Geographically all areas outside Europe were 

considered, including the Americas, Asia, Africa and Oceania. As the whole world 

minus Europe was taken as the chosen research area, obviously no comprehensive 

study was possible. The 500 Web sites chosen do, however, reflect an important part 

of the information interests of German-speaking intercontinental tourists.

The content  analysis of  the Web  sites was  conducted in two steps. In a  first step, 

all Web sites were checked for possible German-language content. A minimum of 

two pages German-language content was set as a minimum level, to eliminate Web 

sites that offer no more than a few welcoming sentences. Out of the total sample, 50 

Web sites could be identified which offer more than one page of German-language 

content. In a  second  step, the remaining  50 Web  sites  were  analysed twice  by  a 

group  of  students of  the University of Applied Sciences  in  Stralsund  and by  the 

author in August/September  2005,  using a standardized evaluation  form. Results 

were compared and discussed in a panel meeting. 

The study revealed again a widespread disregard of cross-culture Internet marketing. 

Many major non-European tourist destination and almost all major non-European 

tourist attractions do not have any German-language content at all. Within the 50 

analysed Web sites with German-language content, practically all major mistakes 

possible in cross-cultural Internet marketing could be found. Accordingly even the 

Web  site  with  the  most  favourable  evaluation  for  its  German-language  content, 

www.australia.com, could secure only 67 percent of the maximal points possible. 

Only seven Web sites returned results above 60 percent of the possible points, with 

another  13  above  50  percent.  30 out of  50  Web sites  (60  percent)  did  not  reach 

half of the  achievable points, risking to rather  annoy  visitors to the Web site  than 

to  inspire them  to  visit their  destination  or attraction  (all  results  can  be  found  in 

Appendix 3).

The strengths of the Web site could be found mainly in those criteria that are relatively 

independent from cultural differences: visibility, technical quality and overall design 
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quality. The weaknesses were found in the core cross-culture criteria, showing a lack 

of knowledge of and/or a disregard in cross-cultural Internet marketing. 

Some common mistakes and omissions, ordered according to the criteria evaluated 

are as follows:

•   Visibility:  Without  an intuitive and/or local URL, German language Metat-

ags and extensive linkage, many Web sites failed to show up in Google.de or 

Google.com searches. Offers to bookmark the Web site or to list the page as 

the user’s homepage were almost never made.

Many Web sites  were done by  professional agencies, using na- •  Language: 
tive German speakers as translators. Some however obviously used their own 

personnel to create rather funny, if unassuring texts. Only the top performers 

offered all information in translation, most giving  only a partial translation, 

often  with German-labelled  links,  which  lead  without  warning  to  pages  in 

English or other languages. Opportunities to create bonding and empathy by 

comparing proverbs in German and in the local language, relating descriptions 

of sights to German fairy tales, poems, and so on were not used at all. 

•  Technical quality.  Technically most Web sites were of a quite good standard. 

Even  so,  sitemaps  were  often  missing  and  search  functions  frequently  not 

working. Generally speaking, functionality is the area with the least problems, 

here the Web agencies producing the Web sites have their core competence.

•   Design quality.  Most Web sites had a professional-looking design. However, 

a customization towards preferences of different user groups was nowhere to 

be found. For German preferences many Web sites appear to be too overloaded 

with information, not well enough ordered in the presentation of the information 

and simply too kitschy. The top performers offered not only automatic language 

recognition  but also  a  function to change to other languages,  important for 

German speaking users entering the Internet from a computer whilst already 

in the destination or in a third country.

 Specific     .  Specific  content  is  the  area  where  most  omissions  were  •            content
found.  Information  was generally  simply  translated  without taking into  ac-

count the target group’s  specific  interests.  Frequently  information,  which is 

self-evident for locals, was not provided for visitors who may not have known 

about it. Specifically, access information and maps showing the location within 

the greater region were often missing, as  were webcams. More specifically, 

information  about  German  language  services  in  the  country,  from  guided 

tours to bakeries to doctors to libraries with German newspapers was almost 

never provided. Such information is not only of factual value—indeed many 

such  facts  are  only needed  after  arrival—but  also serve  to  reassure  visitors 

that such services are available when they are needed. The German obsession 

with planning and predictability is not catered for. 
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•
 Target
Group
specific
content.     One of the strengths of Internet information 

provision is the possibility to include many extra areas for special interest. A 

certain  amount of information  was provided  by most Web  sites  on outdoor 

activities  and  local  food.  However,  information  for  business  travellers  or 

students looking for internships,  press releases, and so on was seldom to be 

found. Many countries or cities have twinning or other spartnership arrange-

ments with German localities. Sometimes also associations of destination-born 

persons now  living in Germany  exist.  These  existing connections  could  be 

used to support the arising bonding possibilities; however, this opportunity is 

missed in most cases.

•   Topicality . The second-most important difference between a guidebook and 

a  Web  site  is the  possibility  to  include up-to-date  information on  the  Web 

site. Potential  visitors  can  be  guided towards  specific  events,  festivals,  and 

so on which might strengthen their decision to travel to the destination or to 

stay longer than otherwise planned. As many long-haul travellers have fixed 

return-date flights,  such information needs  to be communicated well before 

departure to the destination. Web sites which do not show the date of the last 

update, sometimes giving an event for “November” without mentioning the 

year, can annoy visitors. Some Web sites had German-language versions that 

seemed to be never updated, showing event calendars several years old.  

. The most important difference between a guidebook and a Web  •   Interactivity
site  is  the  possibility  to  interact  with  the  visitors  and  potential  customers. 

Brochures can be offered as .pdf-files for instant download, newsletters give 

the opportunity to communicate on a regular base, ePostcards help to spread 

the URL of the Web site, games give reasons for repeat-visits to the Web site. 

Providing the opportunity for users who have already been to the destination 

to put peer information on the Web site themselves, to report about their best 

experiences, or to upload their favoured snapshots, are readily used when of-

fered. Likewise a “matching tool” to find potential fellow travellers, peer-group 

ratings for specific services and attractions or links to customers’ blogs make 

all the  difference  between  “advertisement”  and real information,  especially 

for users from Hofstedian low power-distance societies like Germany, Austria 

or Switzerland. Unfortunately, in the field of interactivity only very few of the 

analyzed Web sites showed any creativity. 

Conclusion
The  results  of  the  two  studies  discussed  here  show  the  prevailing  problems  of 

adequate use  of the Internet as  a  communcation  and  marketing tool  for inbound 
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tourism. Most German, Austrian and Swiss-German DMOs are offering  no more 

than a slimmed English version of their Web sites without the crucial elements of 

topicality  and  interactivity.  Likewise,  designers  of  non-European  Web  sites  for 

German-language speaking  potential customers fail  to understand the importance 

of communicating to the customer and potential visitor in his or her own language, 

in his own way and style, taking into account specific interests and characteristics. 

The importance of facilitating communication with  and  among customers  from a 

specific culture in their own terms is still clearly underestimated, even though this 

could be used as a crucial brand image building tool. As a result even most of the 

Web  sites  that  are  providing  German  language  content  are  technically  working 

well but fail to transfer a positive specific image to such a large and affluent source 

market as the German-speaking countries.

Effective Internet communication across cultures is about much more than having 

a static Web  site with some pages translated word by word into another language 

or  simply  betting  on  the  language  abilities  and  cultural  adaptability  of  potential 

visitors. To improve the communication quality is not mainly a financial question 

but rather a question of customer orientation. By allowing customers to voice their 

wishes and ideas about the style and content of the Web site both online and while 

they are staying in the destination can provide the customers’ point of view needed 

to customize the Web site successfully. 

Cross-cultural Internet tourism marketing is a powerful instrument to support inbound 

tourism. In 2006, NTOs and DMOs spend more time and money on providing multi-

language static information on their Web sites than they did a few years earlier, but 

the missing topicality, interactivity and  content customization that often occurs is 

however endangering the positive brand image building effect for potential visitors 

with different cultural backgrounds. More efforts are needed to convey the message 

that visitors from all source market can feel truly welcome.
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Appendix 1: Criteria and sub-criteria with          
maximum achievable points
1. Visibility    100
URL intuitive    10

Links to other Web sites   10

Recognizable as official page    10

Google.de Rank 1-20 („x Tourismus“)    10

In Google.de under URL-Name    10

.de/at/ch address    10

Metatags in source code   10

Metatags in German    10

Special Visibility (e.g., bookmarking)    20

2. Language    150
Level of German translation quality     30

Additional other language 1    10

Additional other language 2    10

Additional other language 3+    10

German version easy to find    10

German version full translation    10

First page German    10

 ?uality of German language used    30

Special Language (e.g., proverbs)    30

3. Technical quality    100
Loading time short    20

Screen size optimized    10

Functioning Sitemap    10

No special browser needed    10

Functioning Search function    10

Functioning  ?uickfind/Shortcut    10

Functioning Flash w/ Skip function    10
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Special technical quality 

(e.g., downloads for software)    20

4. Design quality    100
Design quality according to German

Taste and expectations       30

Navigation simple    15

Design adapted for diff. versions    15

Design meeting regional style image    10

Links easy recognizable   10

Special design quality (e.g., automatic 

Language recognition changeable)    20

5.
Specific
content
 
 150
Extent of information in German     15

German language further information     15

German language guiding offered    15

Map with location in the country/region  15

Map with location in the continent    15

Access information from Germany    15

Working Webcam     15

Working weather report   15

Special specific content (e.g., German 

associations in the destination)    30

6.
Target
Group
specific
content
 
 100
For German tour operators    10

Information Nature/Hiking    10

Information local/special food    10

Information for Journalists    10

Information for Internships    10

Information for business travellers    10

Information public Internet access    10
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Information German church services    10

Special target group specific content 

(other than above)    20

7. Topicality    150
General information up-to-date    20

Current events     30

Information about last site actualization  10

German and other language versions 

same level of topicality    20

Prices quoted in Euro    10

Special bargain offers    15

Specific current information 

(Snow, wind, festivals)    15

Special topicality (e.g., real-time 

information feeds)     30

8. Interactivity   150
Functioning contact e-mail      15

Functioning e-mail Form    15

Functioning E-Shop    15

Mailing of Information material

to Germany possible    10

Brochures for download (pdf)    15

Subscription offer for Newsletter     20

Functioning Guestbook/Chat in German  15

Functioning E-Postcards    15

Special interactivity)    30
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Appendix 2: Ranking of 2002 study
Rank Destination Points Rank Destination Points

1 Wien 890 31 Mainz 425

2 Zürich 745 32 St. Anton 420

3 Saalbach-Hinterglemm 710 33 Würzburg 420

4 Berlin 695 34 Bad Ragaz 415

5 Innsbruck 675 35 Karlsruhe 395

6 Sölden 670 36 Eben/Maurach 390

7 Baden-Baden 645 37 Seefeld 385

8 Bremen 640 38 Lübeck 375

9 Lech 640 39 Gersau 370

10 Trier 615 40 Kirchberg 360

11 Leipzig 610 41 Zug 355

12 Gstaad 600 42 Boppard 350

13 Regensburg 585 43 Basel 340

14 Rothenburg 580 44 Braunwald 330

15 Salzburg 565 45 Mannheim 325

16 Zell am See 560 46 Augsburg 315

17 Scuol 555 47 München 315

18 Hamburg 550 48 Hannover 305

19 Heidelberg 545 49 Winterberg 295

20 Nürnberg 545 50 Dresden 280

21 Essen 540 51 Brunnen 265

22 Engelberg 535 52 Köln 260

23 Ischgl 525 53 St. Gallen 255

24 Stuttgart 500 54 Schaffhausen 250

25 Tux 500 55 Solothurn 240

26 Luzern 465 56 Frankfurt 235

27 Wiesbaden 460 57 Andermatt 220

28 Garmisch-Partnkirchen 445 58 Neustift 220

29 Aachen 435 59 Rüdesheim 215

30 Mayrhofen 430 60 Bonn 200
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Appendix 3: Destinations, Web sites and achieved 
points of 2005 study
Destinations Web sites Points achieved

Australia http://www.australia.com 670

Trinidad & Tobago http://www.visittnt.de 660

Canada http://www.travelcanada.ca 650

Korea http://german.tour2korea.com 635

Costa Rica http://www.visitcostarica.com 630

Peru http://www.peru.info 620

Morocco http://www.tourism-in-morocco.com 615

Japan http://www.jnto.go.jp 590

New York City (USA) http://www.nycvisit.com 590

St. Lucia http://www.stlucia.org 585

Hong Kong http://www.discoverhongkong.com 580

Israel http://www.goisrael.de 575

Taiwan http://www.taiwan.net.tw 575

Bahamas http://bahamas.de 565

Hawaii (USA) http://www.gohawaii.com 560

 ?uébec (Canada) http://www.bonjourquebec.de 555

New Zealand http://www.newzealand.com 540

Malaysia http://www.tourism.gov.my 530

Tasmania (Australia) http://www.discovertasmania.com.au 530

Seychellen http://www.aspureasitgets.com 515

Thailand http://www.tourismthailand.org 495

Mexico http://www.visitmexico.com 490

Nova Scotia (Canada) http://novascotia.com 485

Singapore http://de.visitsingapore.com 485

Serengeti Park (Tanzania) http://www.serengeti.org 480

Turkey http://www.reiseland-türkei.info 465

India http://www.india-tourism.com 465

Fiji http://www.bulafiji.de 450

Pennsylvania (USA) http://www.pcvb.org 445

South Africa http://www.southafrica.net 440

Jamaica http://www.visitjamaica.com 435

Florida (USA) http://www.visitflorida.com 430

Namibia http://www.namibiatourism.com.na 430

Tunisia http://www.tunisietourisme.com.tn 405

Costa Rica http://www.costarica.tourism.co.cr 400

Yucatan (Mexico) http://www.mayayucatan.com 400

Kerala (India) http://german.keralatourism.org 395

Western Australia http://www.westernaustralia.com 380

China http://www.fac.de 365

La Reunion http://www.la-reunion-tourisme.com 365

Merida (Mexico) http://www.merida.gob.mx 365

Myanmar http://www.myanmar-tourism.com 365

Belize http://www.travelbelize.org 360

Brazil http://www.turismo.gov.br 360

Florida Keys (USA) http://www.fla-keys.com 350

Puerto Rico http://www.gotopuertorico.com 325

Maldives http://www.visitmaldives.com 275

Vancouver (Canada) http://www.tourismvancouver.com 265

Iguacú Waterfalls http://www.fozdoiguacu.pr.gov.br 250

Edmonton (Canada) http://www.edmonton.com 240
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