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Abstract

:

Social media marketing communication is among the current strategies used to provide visibility to cultural heritage, sales promotions being especially relevant. Nevertheless, despite the fact that social media has now built significant momentum, there is still a dearth of research on the relationship between social marketing activities and brand equity. In this context, this study seeks to determine how the use of promotional discounts and free gifts on social media contributes to building heritage brand equity. To pursue this research aim, a quasi-experimental study was designed and carried out among online users, based on two promotional stimuli (discount vs. free gift). The findings suggest that gifts perform better in terms of increasing brand equity, except where the user presents a high level of sales promotion-proneness, in which case promotional discounts are more effective.
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1. Introduction


Cultural heritage is now considered one of the key factors in the strategic development of territories, as a recognized driver of economic growth, wealth creation, and employment [1,2,3]. Moreover, there are several studies (e.g., [4,5,6,7]) that have addressed the ability of heritage sites to generate wealth via the brand equity of a heritage brand.



Building strong brands, with high brand equity, is one clear way to establish competitive advantage. Researchers and marketing specialists therefore consider brand equity a key strategic asset for organizations [8]. However, the first research on brand equity in relation to tourist destinations was carried out by [9] in 2007 [10]. Since then, tourist destinations have been operating in an increasingly competitive environment; hence, they are obliged to generate competitive advantages. Therefore, research on destination brand equity should be expanded [10].The widespread interest in brand equity since the 1990s, both from academia and the business sector, has given rise to extensive academic literature on the topic and, therefore, to a wide variety of approaches and methodologies for measuring it and identifying its antecedents and consequences [11,12,13,14,15,16].



Brand equity is a key construct in brand management [8,11]. Brand equity has been recognized as the means to differentiate a company’s products and services from its competitors [11]. Brand equity is defined as “a set of assets and liabilities linked to a brand, its name and its symbol that add to, or subtract from, the value provided by a firm’s product or service to its clients” [11]. This multidimensional model differentiates between several assets—notably, brand knowledge (awareness), perceived brand quality, brand associations, brand loyalty, and other assets specific to the brand. In general, studies regarding a destination brand consider the consumer-based brand equity model (CBBE) based on the work developed by [11].



When classifying heritage marketing, some doubts about its classification may be encountered from the perspective of the intention to make a profit. In this respect, it instead is classified as a form of non-profit marketing and it is argued that the primary motivation for its implementation should be the preservation or renewal of cultural and natural heritage. The production of profit in a commercial sense (expressed as a monetary benefit) is considered as a means to help achieve this goal. Therefore, many non-profit organizations working in the field of cultural and natural heritage conservation are forced to “generate profit” through additional commercial activities such as providing retail activities (most often the sale of souvenirs), restaurants, catering stalls, the organization of various commercial events, or other paid services clearly belonging to the field of profit marketing. The dichotomy of profit and non-profit objectives of heritage marketing represents its key problem area when setting the marketing mix. It turns out that the sustainability of the development of a tourist destination in such a case depends on the ability to optimize the intensity of development in such a way that the balance of the whole tourist destination system is not disturbed. Maximizing benefits (usually at the cost of excessive visitation) in this case can lead to the devaluation of or irreversible damage to, or even to the complete destruction of, the main tourist attraction—a cultural monument, natural area, or specific object [17].



Previous studies have suggested that the elements of the marketing mix are key variables in the creation of brand equity (for example, [8,18]). More specifically, among these variables advertising and sales promotion emerge as specially interesting. In fact, the investments they gather in comparison with other forms of marketing activities are significantly higher. For example, in Spain in 2018, the estimated true investment in the advertising market stood at EUR 12.83 billion, or 1.06% of GDP [19].



Despite the importance of the respective effect of both advertising and promotions on brand equity, academics stress that more research efforts into the role of such factors is needed [20]. These authors also found distinctive effects of monetary vs. non-monetary promotions on brand equity.



On the other hand, according to [21,22,23], social networks have become a key element in the promotion of heritage tourism destinations. These authors focus their studies on the effect that the use of social networks exerts on the generation of the knowledge and awareness of heritage destinations with the aim of attracting tourists. Refs. [24,25] called for further research on the impact that social networks have on the development and competitiveness of the tourist destination and its brand equity.



However, the literature review has revealed that the research on the impact of sales promotions through social networks in terms of the brand equity of a tourism destination in general is scarce [26], and with respect to a destination associated with a heritage site it is even scarcer; thus, more research efforts are required to better understand its effect on the formation of brand equity. In addition, few studies have analyzed this effect on each of the dimensions of brand equity. Ref. [27] showed that social media-based communication activities exert a significant influence on brand image, Ref. [28] found that they are related to brand loyalty, and Ref. [29] found that they rely on awareness. However, these studies do not analyze their effect on a brand of a heritage destination nor differentiate between the type of promotions. A recent study by [30] found a relevant effect of sales promotions on perceived quality in relation to a brand associated with a heritage destination.



Nevertheless, despite the rise of social media in recent years and its increasing relevance, research dealing with the relationship between marketing activities performed via social media and brand equity is still scarce [26,27,28]. With these premises in mind, this paper pursues two main research aims. First, it aims to examine a key driver of brand equity, namely, online sales promotion, focusing on promotions delivered via social networks. Second, the study investigates the effects of two types of online sales promotions—monetary and non-monetary—on brand equity, dealing with the specific case of a brand associated with a tourist destination featuring a heritage site.



Therefore, this paper attempts to fill important gaps in the academic literature in relation to sales promotions through social networks and their effect on the construction of the brand equity of a brand associated with a heritage destination, analyzing its effect on each of the dimensions of brand equity. On the one hand, we analyze the effect of the types of sales promotions (monetary and non-monetary) through social networks on each of the dimensions that make up the brand equity. On the other hand, we analyze the moderating effect of the consumer’s propensity to promote on the effect of the types of promotions on each of the dimensions of the brand equity.



To sum up, we advance in the theoretical knowledge of the effect of sales promotions through social networks on the dimensions of heritage brand equity and provide managers of heritage tourism destinations with tools to increase the brand equity of the destination, increasing its competitiveness.




2. Literature Review


2.1. Cultural Tourism and Heritage Tourism


Ref. [31] (p.4) conceptualized heritage tourism as referring to “travelers seeing or experiencing built heritage, living culture or contemporary arts.”



According to [32], cultural tourism would include heritage tourism, artistic and creative tourism, and other forms of culture consumption. In this regard, Ref. [33] defined cultural tourism as a tourism form that is based on the values of the cultural heritage of a destination and transforms them into products that tourists can consume. It is one of the oldest forms of tourist interest, and yet it remains one of the most misunderstood types.



Likewise, Refs. [31,34] consider cultural tourism to be essentially a synonym of heritage tourism, which is often described as involving the travelers who visit, experience, or participate in a living culture, art, performance, music, or other component of contemporary culture, motivated by an interest in the historical, artistic, scientific, or heritage offerings of a community, region, or institution.



Cultural tourism has not stopped growing, in such a way that in 2017 the cultural tourism market made up more than 39% of international arrivals worldwide [32]. European statistics also show that cultural heritage attractions gather a great deal of interest. According to a report published by [35], cultural tourism represents 40% of overall European tourism activities.



The marketing of heritage has also progressed at a good pace, growing thanks to word of mouth, the publication of popular guidebooks, and marketing initiatives designed to “sell” tourist destinations. In this regard, the selection of an activity related to cultural heritage is regarded in a similar way to the intention or decision to purchase a specific brand for a tangible product. Thus, this phenomenon affects the decision-making process of individuals when it comes, for example, to choosing a monument to visit and discarding another. The examination of the behavior in space focuses on the reasons for that apparent action to understand the processes of decision-making, choice, spatial cognition and mapping, acquisition of spatial skills, risk aversion, uncertainty, habits, searching and learning, emotional states, relationships, representations of knowledge, values, and beliefs [36]. Therefore, as suggested by [37], not only countries but also regional areas and cities are competing aggressively to persuade tourists to visit their heritage attractions.




2.2. Brand Equity and Cultural Tourism


The brand equity concept originated in the 1980s as a key construct in brand management [8,11]. According to [11,38], brand equity has been recognized as the means to differentiate a company’s products and services from its competitors. Brand equity is defined as “a set of assets and liabilities linked to a brand, its name and its symbol that add to, or subtract from, the value provided by a firm’s product or service to its clients” [11]. This multidimensional model differentiates between several assets, notably, brand knowledge (awareness), perceived brand quality, brand associations, brand loyalty, and other assets specific to the brand.



In general, studies regarding destination brands consider that the consumer-based brand equity model (CBBE) based on the work developed by [11,38] is the appropriate tool to measure and evaluate the performance of the destination and customer perceptions about the brand associated with the destination [9,15].



With these premises, Ref. [39] developed a five-dimensional brand equity model for a cultural destination on the basis of the BE dimensions defined by [11,38]. According to [39], the assets associated with the cultural destination brand are the cultural assets associated with the destination, such cultural assets having a positive impact on the destination BE, which in turn leads to competitive advantages.



In addition, Ref. [40] developed a brand equity model applied to museums. In their study they establish the relationships between the BE dimensions, including the value perceived as a mediator of these relationships. Ref. [13] introduced the concept of cultural brand equity (CBE) and proposed five determining factors that affect the formation of BE in artistic and cultural exhibitions, confirming a positive link between brand equity and visitors’ satisfaction and their willingness to pay.



The present study uses a measure of CBBE comprising five dimensions: brand awareness, perceived quality, brand image, brand loyalty, and perceived brand value.




2.3. Social Media and Heritage Brand Equity


The ability to engage directly with the consumer via social networks provides the organization with an opportunity to heighten brand awareness, recognition, and recall [32]. The “consumers” of the cultural heritage are perceived as active recipients of important messages [41].



The findings of the empirical studies by [26,28] also showed that the implementation of marketing activities via social media is positively related to a greater brand equity and, in particular, to a more favorable brand image. Similarly, other authors demonstrate that the use of social media positively influences brand trust [42] and brand loyalty [28,42,43,44] through the creation of brand communities, and therefore positively enhances brand equity [26,29].



Ref. [45] suggest that, thanks to the more dynamic, ubiquitous, and immediate interaction they offer, social media can significantly influence the performance and success of a brand. Social media-based marketing actions in general, and communications activities in particular, are likely to affect the generation and maintenance of brand equity [46]. This influence derives from their ability to affect each of the dimensions of the brand equity concept itself (awareness, image, loyalty, perceived quality, and value) [38,46].



In the tourism sector, the results obtained by [47] showed that sharing information about the destination through social networks had a positive effect on destination brand awareness and on the quality of service at the destination. Moreover, their findings indicate that destination brand awareness positively influences tourists’ perceptions of both the quality of service associated with the destination and the destination itself.



Some studies on the effect of social media on destination choice decisions suggest that there is a positive link between perceived quality, electronic word of mouth (e-WOM), brand image, and brand performance [48].



More specifically, Ref. [49] examined the impact of social networks on museums’ brand equity and found that there is a link between social networks and the dimensions of brand equity: brand loyalty, perceived quality, brand identity, brand awareness, and value.



Ref. [47] note in their study that tourist destination managers should use tools that increase awareness of the destination brand at an optimal level, via both traditional media and social networks. However, these authors point out that social networks should be taken into consideration beyond traditional channels, as they allow faster communication with the target market and are financially much more advantageous by comparison.




2.4. The Influence of Discounts and Free Gifts Offered via Social Networks on Heritage Brand Equity


Promotion through social media and other digital marketing tools provides a wide range of customer and work in multi-dimensional approach using digital self-promotional tools, products reviews, price-based promotion campaign, loyalty programs, drop-shopping incentives, and reseller promotion [50]. In this regard, several authors have demonstrated that sales promotions on social networks are able to affect destination brand equity [51] and engagement [52].



Sales promotions can generate both hedonic and utilitarian benefits, but the latter are found especially when a monetary incentive is used, whereas the former are more evident when a non-monetary incentive is in place [53]. The academic literature suggests that the hedonic benefits are similar to the emotions experienced by individuals, such as pleasure and self-esteem. As a consequence, it is to be expected that those promotions triggering these types of benefits will be related to feelings and emotions, with the non-monetary ones fostering more and favorable brand associations, thus enhancing brand equity [20,54,55].



Brand image refers to the associations that consumers link to a brand [38]. Ref. [27] observed that social media-based communication activities exert a significant influence on brand image. Regarding monetary promotions implemented online, they have a negative impact on brand image [54,56].



Refs. [57,58] defined perceived quality as the consumer’s judgment of the excellence or overall superiority of a product/service relative to the available alternatives. Refs. [11,59] positioned perceived quality as an intangible, general feeling about a brand, and an important element in brand equity generation. Consequently, perceived quality is a subjective evaluation of a particular product or service, with such perceptions potentially differing from one individual to another [60].



Moreover, online monetary promotional campaigns can result in negative perceptions of the brand, mostly due to the fact that they are in place for a relatively short period and lead consumers to think of the price instead of the brand. This phenomenon could negatively affect both perceived quality and brand associations [20].



Turning to loyalty, according to [11], this is a measure of the relationship between the customer and the brand, and it often constitutes the very heart of brand equity. Indeed, such is the importance of loyalty that other measures, such as perceived quality, image, and associations, are based on their ability to influence it [11].



In short, loyalty represents a favorable attitude toward a brand. This loyal attitude is the result of the repeated purchase of the brand over time, during which the consumer learns that the brand can help them make the right decisions regarding the fulfillment of their needs—that is, that the brand enables them to meet their needs [61,62].



The use of social media positively influences brand trust [42] and brand loyalty ([42,43]).



Refs. [28,42,44,63] conducted a study in the field of tourism, which confirmed the effect of social media marketing on customer loyalty. On the topic of online promotions, Refs. [64,65] found that these significantly affect loyalty to the destination, and that they provide detailed and relevant information that helps travelers choose certain tourist destinations. These authors hold that a reliable online promotion can encourage potential travelers to make repeat purchases. Regarding cultural heritage, Ref. [66] shows the positive effect of social networks on heritage destination promotion.



The Moderating Effect of Sales Promotion Proneness


There are several studies that show that promotion proneness is one of the primary moderators of consumer response to sales promotions [67,68,69]. Consumers who are prone to promotion modify their purchasing behavior to benefit from the temporary incentive offered by the sales promotion. This implies that the consumer’s propensity to take advantage of discounts is a result of their intention—at a cognitive level—to redeem that discount [70].



Various authors suggest that sensitivity to different promotion types may explain the different responses consumers present when exposed to a promotional activity [71,72]. Those consumers who are more promotion prone will display more interest and greater motivation to process them. Refs. [72,73,74] concluded that promotion-prone consumers are the most “expert” buyers of all, as they appear to evaluate the benefits of the promotion and integrate them into the information they process for the purpose of decision-making. Other authors, however, claim that it is precisely promotion-prone individuals who process such information via the peripheral route, as they are willing to judge an offer as appealing solely on the basis of promotional signals [75]. According to [76], promotion proneness is negatively correlated with the need for cognition, such that more prone individuals will present less information processing, and the mere fact of the existence of the promotion will be sufficient reason to acquire the product in question. Thus, promotion proneness moderates the effect of social-network sales-promotion type on the variables of brand equity (brand awareness, brand image, perceived brand quality, brand loyalty, and brand value), affecting the way in which consumers process the promotional stimulus and the capacity of the promotion to motivate the user to process it.



In light of this literature review, the following working hypotheses are proposed:



H1. 

Non-monetary sales promotion on social networks will generate greater heritage brand awareness than monetary sales promotion.





H1a. 

The effect of social-network sales-promotion type on heritage brand awareness is moderated by promotion proneness.





H2. 

Non-monetary sales promotion on social networks will generate greater perceived heritage brand quality than monetary sales promotion.





H2a. 

The effect of social-network sales-promotion type on perceived heritage brand quality is moderated by promotion proneness.





H3. 

Non-monetary sales promotion on social networks will generate a better heritage brand image than monetary sales promotion.





H3a. 

The effect of social-network sales-promotion type on heritage brand image is moderated by promotion proneness.





H4. 

Non-monetary sales promotion on social networks will generate greater heritage brand loyalty than monetary sales promotion.





H4a. 

The effect of social-network sales-promotion type on heritage brand loyalty is moderated by promotion proneness.





H5. 

Non-monetary sales promotion on social networks will generate greater perceived heritage brand value than monetary sales promotion.





H5a. 

The effect of social-network sales-promotion type on perceived heritage brand value is moderated by promotion proneness.








3. Empirical Study


3.1. Independent Variables


To test the proposed hypotheses, an experimental design was conducted among Internet users based on two different promotional stimuli (discount vs. free gift).



Ref. [77] defines social media as “a group of Internet-based applications that build on the ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow the creation and exchange of user-generated content.” Ref. [78] classifies social media according to the nature of the connections and interactions they provide—that is, “user-oriented” vs. “content-oriented” social media. The former (such as Facebook or Twitter) focuses on individual members, and the main objective is to encourage users to connect with specific information about a particular individual (profile). In contrast, the latter (Flickr or YouTube, for instance) focuses on the content, conversations, and comments generated by a publication, and the main objective is to connect with the content provided by a certain social media platform. The present study centers on Facebook, as this social network focuses on the profile of the user. It is also the most widely used and well-known social network internationally.



Within this platform, we used the profile of the Spanish heritage site known as the “Carmen de la Fundación Rodríguez-Acosta,” to which we attached the promotional incentives. The experimental design recorded the user’s behavior through observation, and was completed with an online survey. The final sample comprised 869 volunteer subjects.




3.2. Creation of Experimental Stimuli


Two types of promotional stimuli were created to examine the extent to which heritage organizations’ use of discounts and free gifts on social networks affects brand equity (see Appendix Figure A1 and Figure A2). To select the promotional incentives, the recommendations of different authors were followed, establishing the monetary value of the incentive at between 20% and 50% of the product price (the product being an entry ticket to the Fundación Rodríguez-Acosta heritage site) [79]. Once the monetary value had been set, incentives that were consistent with the benefits sought by the user and with the product [80] were selected, following the principle of compatibility [68,80]. On this basis, a 2-for-1 offer on entry tickets to the Fundación Rodríguez Acosta complex was initially chosen for the Utilitarian incentive of the experiment, and a free VIP pass to its on-site library was selected for the Hedonic incentive.



To verify that both incentives were perceived by users to be of equal monetary value, a pre-test was performed on 147 university students. After showing one of the promotional incentives to the participants, they were asked what monetary value they believed the offer to have. Data analysis of the pre-test results showed that the two incentives were not perceived to be of equal value, as the average perceived value of the Hedonic incentive was EUR 20, whereas the 2-for-1 Utilitarian offer was attributed an average value of EUR 14. A hypothesis test was performed to check whether these values were different, and it was confirmed that they were significantly different from one other (p < 0.05). For this reason, the Utilitarian incentive was redesigned by adjusting its monetary value to a discount of EUR 20 off the price of an entry ticket.



Following the redesign, a second pre-test was performed on a sample of 250 university students, following the same procedure as before. This time, the equivalence between the monetary value associated with the Hedonic and Utilitarian incentives was verified. The results obtained in this pre-test showed that the gift was perceived as having the same monetary value as the discount, on the basis of a t-test performed on a sample with a reference value of EUR 20 (p > 0.05). The associations between the Hedonic incentive and hedonic values, and between the Utilitarian incentive and utilitarian values, were also verified. To ascertain the hedonic or utilitarian character that participants assigned to each gift, the scale proposed by [53] was used. To calculate the score assigned to each benefit, the average of the scores obtained in the items referring to that benefit was used. Finally, to determine whether it was perceived as a mainly hedonic or utilitarian gift, we added the average scores obtained by the benefits associated with each group and calculated a mean difference test for independent samples. Analysis of the results indicated that there were significant differences between the Utilitarian and Hedonic indices associated with the monetary discount (p < 0.05) and also for the gift of the free VIP pass (p < 0.05). The discount was perceived as primarily associated with utilitarian values, whereas the gift was associated with clearly hedonic values.



Finally, the user’s perception of the nature of the underlying product (entrance to the heritage site) was checked. To test whether individuals perceived the product as utilitarian or hedonic, we opted for the measurement instrument developed by [81] and subsequently applied in a number of studies (e.g., [53,82]). Next, a mean difference hypothesis test for paired samples was performed to ensure that both values were significantly different from one another (p = 0.00). Whereas negative scores in this index stand for the perception of the product as mainly hedonic, positive scores indicate that it was mainly utilitarian. In this case the resulting score was −0.4754; thus, hedonic components turned out to have a greater weight for the selected product category.




3.3. Subject Selection and Fieldwork


Once the experimental stimuli had been established, the design was implemented using Qualtrics software for the data collection. The sample was obtained via a panel of Internet users provided by Sondea Internet SL. The procedure was as follows:



Users were recruited by the panel and directed to one of the two URLs corresponding to the different questionnaires and each of the experimental stimuli. Once they had accessed the URL, the user was presented with an initial paragraph giving them instructions for participating in the experiment. Next, to ensure that their level of prior knowledge about the Fundación Rodriguez-Acosta would not affect the results, they were required to answer a series of questions on this topic. Third, the user watched a two-minute promotional video about the heritage site to enable them to form an image of it, should they not have come across it previously. The mentioned video was composed of iconic images of the heritage site (Iconic Signals) [41].



Fourth, the individual was asked to view the Facebook profile of the Fundación Rodríguez Acosta, which contained the relevant promotional stimulus. The tool contained in the Qualtrics software to add a pop-up to the questionnaire was used for this purpose. The pop-up was visible for two minutes, during which time the participant could browse the profile freely, at their own pace. To create the pop-up, a computer expert created a fictional Facebook profile, copied in real time from the Foundation’s authentic profile. This was identical to the real one (and identical in the two cases), except for the fact that the dummy version included the experimental stimulus selected in each case. Participants were not aware at any time that they were browsing a fake profile, and it was a fully functioning site. After two minutes, the pop-up closed automatically and took the participants back to the survey. Here they were asked to respond to questions relating to their sociodemographic profile, the different dimensions of brand equity, and the manipulation check.




3.4. Measures


A 21-item, 7-point Likert scale was drawn from [15] to measure brand equity and each of its dimensions, and sales promotion proneness was assessed via the scale developed by [83] and more recently implemented by [84] in a study conducted within the same geographical area.




3.5. Sample


The sample comprised 869 valid responses with demographic characteristics in line with the user profiles of the social networks ([85]) in terms of both gender (464 women vs. 401men) and age (37.5% were between 19 and 29 years old; 37.5% between 30 and 44 years old, and 24.9% between 45 and 64 years old).




3.6. Validation of Scales and Manipulation Check


To verify that the incentives used were perceived as being of equal monetary value, the procedure developed by [86] and later used by [55] was adopted. The t-test corroborated the absence of significant differences in the perceived value of the different incentives, which confirmed that the gift-based incentive was perceived as being worth approximately EUR 20 (p > 0.05), thus corresponding to the value of the monetary incentive. It was also confirmed that the experimental groups were equally distributed in terms of composition and size (discount, 434; gift, 435). The results of a Kolmogorov–Smirnov test showed that there were no significant differences between the two groups (p > 0.05).



To verify the proposed hypotheses, first the validity and reliability of the multi-item scales needed to be verified. A confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was performed, the results of which indicated that the scales had good psychometric properties. All parameters were significant, and the variance extracted, Cronbach’s alpha, and composite reliability were all within the recommended thresholds. The fit indices were also within the recommended ranges [87].





4. Testing the Hypotheses


To test the proposed hypotheses and analyze the influence of discounts and gifts on each of the dimensions of brand equity in an online context, a moderation model proposed by [88] was carried out for each hypothesis on 5000 samples obtained via bootstrapping. This method does not make any baseline assumptions regarding the form of the sample distribution. In addition, in all cases the variable “nationality” was controlled, as this has been found to potentially distort the results obtained via its relationship with culture.



Hypotheses H1 and H1a held that social network-based non-monetary sales promotion generates greater heritage brand awareness than monetary sales promotion, and that this effect could be moderated by the consumer’s sales promotion proneness. To test this, a moderation model was used. This model explains 33% of the variability of the “brand awareness” variable, thus providing relevant information for its estimation (see Table 1 and Table 2). The data analysis shows that sales-promotion type exerted a quasi-significant influence on awareness of the heritage site (β1: −0.66; p-value: 0.05), with non-monetary promotion generating the greatest brand awareness. The results also show that, when the individual’s level of promotion proneness is taken into account, the effect of promotion type on brand awareness is modified. In the case of high promotion-proneness values, it was monetary sales promotion that generated the most awareness, compared to non-monetary, whereas in the case of intermediate or low promotion-proneness values, there was no such moderating effect. These results provide evidence indicating that neither H1 nor H1a can be rejected. According to the data, non-monetary promotions, in general, generated greater brand awareness scores, except in the case of high promotion proneness, where monetary promotion had the greatest effect.



Hypotheses H2 and H2a proposed that non-monetary social network-based sales promotion generates greater perceived brand quality and that this effect is moderated, once again, by the consumer’s sales promotion proneness. The proposed model explains 30% of the variability in the “perceived brand quality” variable, providing relevant information for its estimation (see Table 3 and Table 4). The data analysis shows that sales-promotion type exerted a significant influence on perceived brand quality (β1: −1.16; p-value: 0.0 0), with non-monetary promotion generating the highest quality. Again, promotion proneness exerted a moderating effect: Among individuals with low levels of promotion proneness, non-monetary promotion generated higher perceived quality, whereas it was monetary promotion that achieved higher perceived quality in the case of individuals presenting high levels of promotion proneness. These results provide evidence indicating that neither H2 nor H2a can be rejected. According to the data, non-monetary promotions, in general, generated higher “perceived quality” scores, except in the case of high promotion proneness, where monetary promotion had the greatest effect.



Hypotheses H3 and H3a held that social network-based non-monetary sales promotion generates a better brand image than monetary promotion, and that this effect is moderated by the consumer’s sales promotion proneness. The proposed model explains 32% of the variability of the “brand image” variable, providing relevant information for its estimation (see Table 5 and Table 6). The data analysis shows that sales-promotion type exerted a significant influence on brand image (β1: −0.98; p-value: 0.01), with non-monetary promotion generating the best image. Again, promotion proneness exerted a moderating effect, being significant only among consumers with high levels of promotion proneness, in which case it was monetary promotion that generated the best brand image. These results provide evidence indicating that neither H3 nor H3a can be rejected. According to the data, non-monetary promotions, in general, generated better “brand image” scores, except in the case of high promotion proneness, where monetary promotion had the greatest effect.



Hypotheses H4 and H4a held that social network-based non-monetary sales promotion generates greater brand loyalty than monetary promotion and that this effect is, once more, moderated by sales promotion proneness. The proposed model explains 30% of the variability of the “brand loyalty” variable, providing relevant information for its estimation (see Table 7 and Table 8). The data analysis shows that sales-promotion type exerted a quasi-significant influence on brand loyalty (β1: −0.62; p-value: 0.05). Furthermore, promotion proneness was shown to exert a moderating effect on this relationship, with higher levels of monetary promotion proneness generating greater loyalty than non-monetary promotion. These results provide evidence indicating that neither H4 nor H4a can be rejected. According to the data, among consumers with a high level of promotion proneness, it was monetary incentives that had the greatest effect on loyalty to the heritage site in question.



Hypotheses H5 and H5a held that social network-based non-monetary sales promotion generates greater perceived brand value than monetary promotion, and that this effect is moderated by consumer’s sales promotion proneness. The proposed model explains 31% of the variability of the “perceived brand value” variable, providing relevant information for its estimation (see Table 9 and Table 10). The data analysis shows that sales-promotion type did not exert a significant influence on perceived brand value (β1: −0.64; p-value: 0.07). However, again, sales promotion proneness exerted a moderating effect on this relationship, such that, among consumers with higher levels of promotion proneness, monetary incentives generated a greater influence on perceived brand values than non-monetary ones. These results provide evidence indicating that H5 has to be rejected and H5a cannot be totally rejected. The results show that there was an indirect effect of sales-promotion type on brand equity. That is, the direct effect of the type of sales promotion on brand equity was not significant, so it cannot be assured that non-monetary sales promotions were better at generating greater brand equity than monetary ones in all cases. However, as observed in the model, the effectiveness of the use of both types of sales promotion depended on the propensity of the user to promote. When users were promotion prone, monetary promotions generated better brand equity than non-monetary ones.




5. Conclusions and Managerial Implications


Cultural heritage is, undeniably, a driver of economic growth, wealth, and employment ([1,2,3]); hence, its preservation, management, and improvement are all topics that feature heavily in international research. Countries, regions, and cities all around the world compete for the attention of tourists to attract them to their heritage offer [37,89].



In this context, this research presents the following theoretical implications. As a main theoretical contribution, this research aims to help cultural heritage site managers decide how to best implement a promotional strategy that contributes not only at an economic level but also to shaping and reinforcing the image of the site. Thus, on the one hand, this study fills the existing gap regarding the use of promotions implemented through social networks and their effect on the brand equity dimensions of a brand associated with a cultural heritage destination. On the other hand, it deepens the knowledge of the type of promotions (monetary and non-monetary) and their effect on brand equity.



The use of sales promotions for a cultural heritage destination via social networks enable to increase brand equity, these results being consistent with those previously found in the literature [26,28].



It has also been corroborated that social media-based marketing actions are likely to affect the generation and maintenance of brand equity [46]. Its effect is materialized through the influence of sales promotion on each of the dimensions of brand equity, this result being congruent with extant knowledge [38,46].



In this regard, firstly, the results corroborate that the use of different types of sales promotion on social networks positively affected the construction of brand equity for a brand associated with a heritage destination through their effect on each of its dimensions (awareness, image, perceived quality, loyalty, and perceived value), in line with the extant literature [51].



Secondly, the results show that it was non-monetary sales promotions that, in this case, most influenced each of the dimensions of brand equity, as opposed to the monetary option, thus corroborating the findings of the extant literature [20,54,55]. The free gift offered to internet users in the present experiment registered higher values for awareness, perceived quality, and brand image than the discount.



Thirdly, this study shows that the effect exerted by sales promotions on heritage brand equity dimensions was moderated by the online user’s promotion proneness, but the moderation effect was not the same on each of the dimensions. In this line, we found that this effect occurred only among users with an intermediate or low level of promotion-proneness, whereas for highly promotion-prone users, monetary promotions exerted a greater effect on heritage brand equity. On its own, promotion type was unable to affect either brand loyalty or perceived value. Its influence was activated in interaction with the “promotion proneness” variable and affected only those users presenting high promotion proneness. Such users generated greater heritage brand equity when exposed to monetary promotions than to non-monetary promotions. For any other level of proneness, sales-promotion type was found not to affect brand loyalty or perceived value.



The results obtained have important practical implications. On the one hand, they contribute to improving the management of heritage brands, since it has been shown that the use of communication tools—specifically, sales promotion—in social networks contributes to generating and building heritage brand equity. In this sense, our findings provide managers of cultural heritage sites with heritage-marketing tools that help to enhance the competitiveness of the heritage destination and the sustainable development of the heritage destination, in line with the work of [17], who point out that the right choice of marketing communication tools are an appropriate way to address target audiences, contributing to the development of heritage destinations. On the other hand, sales promotion—in particular, implemented via social networks—can deliver benefits to the consumer that lead them to generate positive associations linked to the brand, to evoke distinctive brand attributes, and to improve, in turn, brand equity [20,54,55,65]. Social networks act as an international “loudspeaker” that can help heritage resources increase their visibility and improve brand equity, thus attracting more tourists to the destination.



The results obtained in this study are especially relevant in the present time. The COVID-19 pandemic outbreak has led to a significant decrease in the number of tourists, international tourism having been particularly damaged. The struggle of destinations to attract the few tourists who dare to challenge the infection risks is fierce. Undoubtedly, a destination with greater brand equity is more attractive and better differentiated from competitors. These findings provide useful tools to enhance the destination’s brand equity both in terms of increasing the capacity of the destination to attract tourists and to make it the top destination chosen by tourists.



As with any research, this study has some limitations that need to be acknowledged, which in turn generate opportunities for future research directions that can be suggested. Performing an experiment implies the development of an artificial context, even if the researchers made efforts in designing the experiment to ensure that the conditions of promotional stimuli and exposure were as likely as possible. This first limitation can be overcome via further research; thus, we call for future studies to corroborate the proposed model and test the relationships proposed in this study by applying the same and other methodological approaches to examine alternative service categories and types to enhance the external validity of the results. Another limitation derives from the fact that some variables were not taken into account, such as the individuals’ attitude towards the advertisement. Therefore, we call for future research on the examination of mediating and moderating variables that can affect the relationships and the model proposed and tested in this study. In this regard, the respondents’ attitudes (towards the ad and/or the specific platform, such as Instagram) are likely to play a key role.
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Figure A1. Facebook page and promotional stimuli (discount). http://s225081138.mialojamiento.es/fra/s2.html. 
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Figure A2. Facebook page and promotional stimuli (gift). http://s225081138.mialojamiento.es/fra/s4.html. 
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Table 1. Moderation analysis. Dependent variable: heritage brand awareness.






Table 1. Moderation analysis. Dependent variable: heritage brand awareness.





	

	
Coeff.

	
SE

	
t-Value

	
p-Value

	
95% CI






	
Constant

	
26.20

	
0.34

	
0.74

	
0.45

	
−42,46

	
94,86




	
Promotion proneness (W)

	
−13.32

	
5.94

	
−2.24

	
0.02 *

	
−24.99

	
−1.66




	
Type of promotion (X)

	
−0.66

	
0.34

	
−1.95

	
0.05

	
−1.33

	
0.00




	
X*W

	
0.13

	
0.05

	
2.32

	
0.02 *

	
0.02

	
0.25








Note: * p < 0.05.
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Table 2. Conditional effect of sales-promotion type on heritage brand awareness.
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Proneness Value

	
Coeff.

	
SE

	
t-Value

	
p-Value

	
95% CI






	
3.88

	
−0.13

	
0.12

	
−1.08

	
0.27

	
−0.38

	
0.11




	
5.38

	
0.06

	
0.07

	
0.89

	
0.37

	
−0.07

	
0.21




	
6.88

	
0.26

	
0.09

	
2.70

	
0.00 *

	
0.07

	
0.46








Note: * p < 0.01.
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Table 3. Moderation analysis. Dependent variable: perceived heritage brand quality.
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Coeff.

	
SE

	
t-Value

	
p-Value

	
95% CI






	
Constant

	
75.36

	
35.57

	
2.11

	
0.03

	
5.53

	
145.19




	
Promotion proneness (W)

	
−20.94

	
6.11

	
−3.42

	
0.00 *

	
−32.95

	
−8.93




	
Type of promotion (X)

	
−1.16

	
0.34

	
−3.38

	
0.00 *

	
−1.83

	
−0.48




	
X*W

	
0.21

	
0.06

	
3.49

	
0.00 *

	
0.09

	
0.32








Note: * p < 0.01.
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Table 4. Conditional effect of sales-promotion type on perceived heritage brand quality.
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Proneness Value

	
Coeff.

	
SE

	
t-Value

	
p-Value

	
95% CI






	
3.88

	
−0.34

	
0.12

	
−2.69

	
0.00 *

	
−0.59

	
−0.09




	
5.38

	
−0.02

	
0.07

	
−0.32

	
0.74

	
−0.18

	
0.12




	
6.88

	
0.29

	
0.11

	
2.57

	
0.01 *

	
0.06

	
0.51








Note: * p < 0.05.
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Table 5. Moderation analysis. Dependent variable: heritage brand image.
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Coeff.

	
SE

	
t-Value

	
p-Value

	
95% CI






	
Constant

	
53.04

	
41.85

	
1.26

	
0.20

	
−29.10

	
135.19




	
Promotion proneness (W)

	
−18.54

	
7.01

	
−2.64

	
0.00 *

	
−32.31

	
−4.78




	
Type of promotion (X)

	
−0.98

	
0.40

	
−2.42

	
0.01 *

	
−1.78

	
−0.18




	
X*W

	
0.18

	
0.06

	
2.72

	
0.00 *

	
0.05

	
0.32








Note: * p < 0.05.
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Table 6. Conditional effect of sales-promotion type on heritage brand image.
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Proneness Value

	
Coeff.

	
SE

	
t-Value

	
p-Value

	
95% CI






	
3.88

	
−0.25

	
0.15

	
−1.67

	
0.09

	
−0.55

	
0.04




	
5.38

	
0.02

	
0.08

	
0.31

	
0.75

	
−0.13

	
0.19




	
6.88

	
0.30

	
0.11

	
2.75

	
0.00 *

	
0.08

	
0.52








Note: * p < 0.01.
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Table 7. Moderation analysis. Dependent variable: Heritage brand loyalty.
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Coeff.

	
SE

	
t-Value

	
p-Value

	
95% CI






	
Constant

	
13.80

	
33.82

	
0.40

	
0.68

	
−52,58

	
80.20




	
Promotion proneness (W)

	
−13.56

	
5.69

	
−2.38

	
0.01 *

	
−24.74

	
−2.37




	
Type of promotion (X)

	
−0.62

	
0.32

	
−1.93

	
0.05

	
−1.25

	
0.00




	
X*W

	
0.13

	
0.05

	
2.45

	
0.01 *

	
0.02

	
0.24








Note: * p < 0.05.
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Table 8. Conditional effect of sales-promotion type on heritage brand loyalty.






Table 8. Conditional effect of sales-promotion type on heritage brand loyalty.





	
Proneness Value

	
Coeff.

	
SE

	
t-Value

	
p-Value

	
95% CI






	
3.88

	
−0.08

	
0.12

	
−0.71

	
0.47

	
−0.32

	
0.15




	
5.38

	
0.12

	
0.07

	
1.56

	
0.11

	
−0.03

	
0.27




	
6.88

	
0.32

	
0.10

	
3.06

	
0.00 *

	
0.11

	
0.53








Note: * p < 0.01.
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Table 9. Moderation analysis. Dependent variable: perceived heritage brand value.
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Coeff.

	
SE

	
t-Value

	
p-Value

	
95% CI






	
Constant

	
14.17

	
37.94

	
0.37

	
0.70

	
−60.30

	
88.65




	
Promotion proneness (W)

	
−13.28

	
6.48

	
−2.04

	
0.04 *

	
−26.02

	
−0.55




	
Type of promotion (X)

	
−0.64

	
0.36

	
−1.77

	
0.07

	
−1.36

	
0.06




	
X*W

	
0.13

	
0.06

	
2.12

	
0.03 *

	
0.01

	
0.26








Note: * p < 0.05.
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Table 10. Conditional effect of sales promotion type on perceived heritage brand value.
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Proneness Value

	
Coeff.

	
SE

	
t-Value

	
p-Value

	
95% CI






	
3.88

	
−0.12

	
0.13

	
−0.91

	
0.36

	
−0.39

	
0.14




	
5.38

	
0.08

	
0.08

	
0.99

	
0.32

	
−0.07

	
0.23




	
6.88

	
0.28

	
0.11

	
2.47

	
0.01 *

	
0.05

	
0.50








Note: * p < 0.01.
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