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Abstract

This study examines the transformative role of celebrity effects in shaping the
branding of Wanghong cities (Internet-celebrity cities) within China’s algorithmi-
cally driven social media environment. Grounded in McCracken’s meaning transfer
theory and Keller’s CBBE brand equity model, the research employs a multi-case
comparative analysis of Litang, Xi’an, and Chongqing to uncover a tripartite mech-
anism through which celebrities reconfigure city brand dynamics. Findings reveal
that celebrities operationalize city branding through sequential phases of symbolic
grafting (embedding personal narratives into spatial identities), behavioral activa-
tion (converting digital engagement into physical visitation), and values mobiliza-
tion (increasing revisit rates through emotional value addition). Celebrities trans-
cend the spatiotemporal constraints of traditional marketing by amplifying city

brand equity through algorithmic mediation. However, challenges such as cultural
distortion and traffic dependency remain. The study introduces the “Tripartite Spa-
tial Empowerment (TSE)” mechanism, extending McCracken’s model to urban
contexts, and discusses how TSE influences city brand equity in algorithmic envi-
ronments. These contributions offer valuable insights for understanding how cities
can leverage celebrity effects to enhance brand appeal and sustain long-term tourist
engagement.
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1. Introduction

Driven by social media platforms represented by Douyin (TikTok), the logic of city branding is undergoing a pro-
found transformation—shifting from government-led macro-narratives to influencer-driven micro-communication.
In 2024, Douyin’s daily active users surpassed 600 million, and its strong social attributes and algorithmic recom-
mendation mechanisms have redirected city image-building from top-down promotion to bottom-up user co-creation
strategies. This trend has given rise to the emergence of Wanghong cities (Internet-celebrity cities) a term that, while
not yet fully defined in academic discourse, generally refers to cities that have rapidly gained widespread attention
on social media. As previous studies have indicated, individuals who visit “Internet-celebrity cities” are inclined to
disseminate their travel experiences through social media platforms, often in the form of photos and reviews. Sec-
ondly, photos with appealing visual content and location tags, or comments that resonate with audiences, have the
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potential to trigger a substantial increase in online views and, subsequently, offline visits. Thirdly, as a result of this
process, a multitude of “internet-famous sites” come into being (Huang & Zheng, 2024).

This transformative process manifests in geographically diverse empirical cases such as Sichuan Litang’s 620%
surge in tourism-related search queries on Ctrip through strategic symbiosis with Tibetan youth icon Ding Zhen,
Xi’an’s Datang Everbright City achieving 13 billion viewership via hashtag-driven digital campaigns (Zhang, 2024),
and Chongqing attracting 33.16 million visitors during the 2025 Spring Festival through its engineered 8D Magical
City visual identity coupled with user-generated content ecosystems (Han, 2025).

These observed transformations substantiate two critical theoretical propositions regarding contemporary city
branding dynamics. First, the ontological reconfiguration of celebrity agency emerges as a pivotal mechanism, ex-
emplified by Ding Zhen’s metamorphosis from civilian status to Litang’s cultural ambassadorship, evidenced through
the 700-million-view dissemination of his promotional documentary The World of Ding Zhen within 72 hours (Xie,
2021). Second, city brand equity undergoes fundamental recalibration, transitioning from functional utility to emo-
tionally charged co-creation value, as demonstrated by Hongyadong’s 40-minute dwell time extension through float-
ing observation decks (Fan & Shi, 2024), and Xi’an’s significant enhancement of visitor emotional resonance through
Tang Dynasty IP derivatives.

Established theoretical frameworks, particularly Keller’s CBBE brand equity paradigm—originally conceptualized
to analyze consumer perceptions of commercial brands through sequential dimensions of brand salience, performance,
imagery, judgments, and resonance—exhibit diminished explanatory capacity in addressing the algorithmic transmu-
tation of individual intellectual properties into geospatial identifiers. This theoretical insufficiency necessitates an
interdisciplinary synthesis of media theory, meaning transfer models, and spatial production frameworks to establish
a robust analytical architecture centered on symbol-emotion-behavior transmission chains, thereby advancing schol-
arly comprehension of digital-era city semiotic systems (Liao & Zheng, 2023).

2. Spatial Reorientation of Meaning Transfer

This paper explores the impact of celebrity effects on the construction of city branding connotation, building upon
McCracken’s Meaning Transfer Model (1989), which describes how cultural meanings are transferred from celebri-
ties to consumers’ products through endorsement. The model assumes that consumers purchase products to convey
a particular image or identity. proposed a three-stage process: first, celebrity endorsers develop symbolic attributes
based on their class, status, film roles, lifestyle, political or athletic achievements; second, these attributes are linked
to products and brands through endorsement; and third, when consumers purchase the endorsed products or brands,
the symbolic meanings are transferred to the consumers. Applied to city branding, this model can be extended to a
multidimensional level, where products, brands, and cultural meanings are redefined in the context of city landscapes.
This study extends the theoretical framework to propose a Tripartite Spatial Empowerment (TSE) mechanism through
which the celebrity effect reconfigures city brand cognition in algorithmic societies.

2.1 Symbolic Stage: Transference of Cultural Meanings to City Landscapes

The first stage of the meaning transfer model emphasizes celebrities as “meaning carriers”, whose attributes are
systematically mapped onto city semiotic systems through mediated narratives. In the case of Ding Zhen, his “un-
tamed authenticity” has been discursively embedded into Litang’s City of Sky imagery via Douyin short videos and
the documentary The World of Ding Zhen, transforming this western Sichuan place into a cultural symbol of nature
and purity. This symbolic grafting aligns with the model’s core premise of “transferring celebrity attributes to product
meanings”. Xi’an, on the other hand, has effectively leveraged the IP of the Datang Everbright City, deeply integrat-
ing the content of the “Roly-poly Female Performer” and the “Neishang Yuyi Dance” with short videos. This ap-
proach has not only organized the cultural symbols of the Tang Dynasty but also transformed them into tangible city
imagery, allowing tourists to experience a “traveling through” cultural identity in an immersive way. Zahrah (2023)
emphasizes that integrating the uniqueness of culture, nature, and architecture into city brand construction as sym-
bolic meanings will attract more and more visitors. The content of these localized symbols, when translated, has the
power to draw in an increasing number of tourists and visitors. Chongqing through the visualization and dissemina-
tion of the 8D Magical City label (such as the magic scene of the Hongyadong footstool complex and the light rail
through the building), has transformed geographic wonders into city symbols in the digital age, attracting global
tourists to participate in UGC content production. This kind of symbol grafting extends the logic of “transferring
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celebrity attributes to product meanings” in the traditional model but realizes wider dissemination through the cross-
domain cultural flow of the platform.

2.2 Behavioral Stage: Ritualization of Fan Interactions and Spatial Practices

The model’s second stage, which focuses on consumers’ internalization of meaning through product usage, manifests
uniquely in city contexts. During the 2023 National Day holiday period, Litang attracted 315,200 tourists seeking to
experience the City of Sky, illustrating how Chinese tourists ritualize city symbols through platform-driven practices
such as geotagged check-ins, time-lapse photography, and challenge-based interactions. Xi’an’s Datang Everbright
City transformed tourists into “performance participants” through Shake Shift challenges (e.g., #Roly-poly Female
Performer) and real-time interactive installations (with the highest number of likes at 24,000 in a single day), forming
an algorithmically-amplified dynamic spatial ritual. Hongyadong in Chongqing relies on Douyin topic-related mar-
keting (e.g., #8D Magical City has been played more than 300 million times) to inspire users to generate geo-tagged
check-ins, time-lapse photography, and other content, sublimating urban spatial practices from individual behavior
to collective rituals. This process echoes the theory of “meaning appropriation through product appropriation”, but
highlights the collective amplification effect of Jitterbit’s recommendation engine on user-generated content (UGC).

2.3 Value Stage: Conversion of Emotional Resonance into Brand Loyalty

The third stage of the model reveals that consumers construct self-identity through material possessions. In 2024, the
number of visitors to Litang increased by 39% year-on-year (to 4.197 million), with a significant proportion of repeat
visitors (Ye, 2024). This finding validates the core proposition that “meaning is transferred from products to consum-
ers”. For example, the Datang Everbright City in Xi’an, which attracts an average of 300,000 visitors per day, includ-
ing both foreign tourists and local residents who visit repeatedly, demonstrates how emotional sedimentation is
achieved through immersive experiences and the purchase of IP-derived products. During the 2024 National Day
holiday, Hongyadong in Chongqing received 1.031 million visitors, a 33.24% increase from the previous year, mak-
ing it the only scenic spot in Chongqing with over one million visitors (Tencent News, 2024). The key factor lies in
the emotional energy cycle of accumulation and release formed through visitors’ social media sharing of experiences
such as “walking in the clouds” and “hotpot with a night view”, which elevates urban brand loyalty beyond traditional
cognitive frameworks. These examples of emotional resonance confirm the core proposition of “meaning transfer
from products to consumers” and realize value co-creation through fans’ deep engagement with urban IPs. This aligns
with the model’s core idea of the “transfer of meaning from product to consumer”. Notably, this emotional resonance
has transcended traditional brand loyalty models, manifesting as deep engagement of fan communities with urban
intellectual properties, thereby validating the cyclical mechanism of “emotional energy accumulation-release” in the
process of meaning transfer.

The Tripartite Spatial Empowerment (TSE) mechanism establishes the foundational process of meaning transfer
in Wanghong cities contexts, while the discussion on the brand equity model further operationalizes these dynamics
within algorithmically mediated environments, as demonstrated in the following comparative analysis.

3. The D-ICE Model: Enhancing Brand Equity in Wanghong Cities

Building on the Tripartite Spatial Empowerment (TSE) mechanism proposed above, this section advances a D-ICE
(Digital-Identity-Creation-Engagement) model to systematically decode how algorithmic mediation reconfigures
brand equity dimensions in Wanghong cities. By integrating Keller’s Customer-Based Brand Equity (CBBE) with
mediatization theory and spatial production dynamics, the D-ICE model addresses the limitations of traditional brand
equity models in explaining digital-era urban branding phenomena. Specifically, it operationalizes the TSE mecha-
nism’s symbolic grafting, ritualized interactions, and emotional sedimentation into four dynamic brand equity di-
mensions: Brand Awareness, Brand Association, Brand Relationship, and Brand Resonance, each reconfigured
through platform logic and user co-creation.

3.1 Brand Awareness: From Static Symbol Memorization to Dynamic Semiotic Recognition

Traditional CBBE models prioritize passive symbol memorization (e.g., slogan/logo recall) through repetitive adver-
tising. In contrast, Wanghong cities leverage algorithmic platforms to achieve active semiotic recognition by grafting
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cultural meanings onto urban landscapes. For instance, Litang’s “City of Sky” imagery, amplified through Ding
Zhen’s “untamed authenticity” in Douyin’s short videos, transforms geographical space into a dynamic semiotic
system. Tourists no longer passively recognize Litang as a remote Tibetan county but actively decode its symbolic
narrative of purity and wilderness through platform-mediated content. Similarly, Chongqing’s “8D Magical City”
label, propagated via 300 million Douyin plays of the #8DMagicalCity hashtag, shifts brand awareness from static
landmark recognition (e.g., Hongyadong’s architecture) to participatory semiotic engagement (e.g., user-generated
“light rail through buildings” videos). This evolution aligns with the TSE’s symbolic stage, where platform-driven
cross-domain flows amplify urban symbols beyond physical boundaries.

3.2 Brand Association: From Functional Attributes to Emotional Scenario Construction

Keller’s Concept of CBBE links brands to functional attributes such as durability and price. However, in the context
of city brand equity, the natural and cultural values can be seen as representing the value that a city brand offers to
its visitors. Wanghong cities, however, construct emotional scenarios that fuse spatial practices with affective expe-
riences. Xi’an’s Datang Everbright City exemplifies this shift: its “Prosperous Tang Secret Box” interactive installa-
tions and #Roly-poly Female Performer challenges immerse tourists in Tang Dynasty aesthetics, transforming his-
torical associations into embodied emotional narratives. Chongqing’s Hongyadong leverages Douyin’s #CloudWalk
challenge to sublimate its 8D terrain into a collective ritual of “walking in the clouds,” where geographic novelty
becomes a shared emotional script. These practices mirror the TSE’s behavioral stage, where algorithmic amplifica-
tion of UGC (e.g., geotagged check-ins, time-lapse photography) converts individual actions into collective spatial
rituals. The result is a transition from instrumental rationality (“what a city offers”) to experiential rationality (“how
a city feels”).

3.3 Brand Relationship: From Unidirectional Communication to Algorithmic Co-Creation

Classical CBBE frameworks emphasize unidirectional brand loyalty (e.g., repeat purchases). Wanghong cities, how-
ever, cultivate triadic relationships among consumers, brands, and communities through UGC co-creation. For ex-
ample, Xi’an’s “Tang Treasure” IP derivatives (e.g., makeup sets, and Hanfu accessories) invite tourists to reinterpret
Tang culture via Douyin tutorials. Chongqing’s “Hotpot with Night View” campaign, driven by algorithmic recom-
mendations, turned dining into a participatory spectacle, with numerous user-generated videos reinforcing the city’s
culinary identity. This aligns with the TSE’s value stage, where emotional energy cycles (accumulation through UGC
sharing, release through community validation) transform transient visits into sustained brand allegiance. The dyadic
“consumer-brand” relationship thus expands into a “consumer-brand-community” network, sustained by platform
algorithms that reward engagement with visibility.

3.4 Brand Resonance: From Cultural Identification to Algorithmic Identity Projection

Traditional resonance relies on cultural identification (e.g., Xi’an’s historical legacy). Wanghong cities, however,
achieve algorithmic resonance by enabling tourists to project digital identities through platform-mediated experi-
ences. Litang’s 39% visitor growth (2023-2024) reflects how Ding Zhen’s “authenticity” narrative resonates with
users seeking to curate "untamed" digital selves. Xi’an’s immersive Tang-era role-playing experiences, which extend
average dwell time by 40 minutes, allow tourists to algorithmically perform historical identities, with their UGC
reinforcing the city’s brand narrative. Chongqing’s #8DMagicalCity hashtag, generating 1.03 million holiday visits
(2024), exemplifies how algorithmic recommendations amplify identity-driven content. This shift, rooted in the
TSE’s emotional sedimentation, transcends collective cultural memory, enabling individualized narrative construc-
tion through platform affordances.

Therefore, the D-ICE model synthesizes the interplay of mediatization theory, spatial production, and meaning
transfer into a dynamic four-stage transmission chain. Semiotic Deconstruction begins with algorithmic platforms
fragmenting urban symbols into shareable units, enabling cross-platform dissemination. Scenario Reconstruction fol-
lows as users reassemble these fragments into emotionally charged spatial narratives through participatory UGC and
algorithmic amplification. Identity Co-Creation emerges when these scenarios become tools for digital identity pro-
jection, as tourists curate platform-optimized content to align with algorithmically rewarded personas. Finally, Af-
fective Sedimentation occurs when repeated UGC engagement and community validation solidify emotional energy
into sustained brand loyalty. This cyclical process bridges Keller’s abstract CBBE framework with the operational
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logic of algorithmic societies, redefining urban brand resonance as a fluid interplay of platform affordances, spatial
rituals, and digital identity construction.

4. Critical Reflection: Governance Challenges Behind the Wanghong Cities
4.1 Risk of Cultural Distortion

During the process of cultural symbolization in internet-famous cities, there is a significant phenomenon of “super-
ficial interpretation”. Taking Xi’an’s Datang Everbright City as an example, it constructs an image of the prosperous
Tang Dynasty through visual symbols such as the “Roly-poly Performance” and the “Neishang Yuyi Dance”. How-
ever, in practice, visitors are often required to pose for photos with fixed gestures, reducing the cultural essence to a
“human-shaped landscape”. Although this symbolic grafting can attract traffic in the short term, it leads to the flat-
tening of cultural meaning.

4.2 Overload of Infrastructure

The surge in visitor numbers has had a significant impact on the urban carrying capacity, leading to several safety
accidents. During the 2024 Spring Festival, Chongqing’s Hongyadong received over 3.3 million visitors, with the
average stay time in the core area compressed to less than 15 minutes. This resulted in severe delays in public services
such as catering and sanitation.

4.3 Challenges of Brand Life Cycle

The life cycle of Wanghong cities is significantly affected by the marginal effect of traffic. Most of these cities rely
on short-term marketing dominated by short-video topics to boost their popularity, neglecting the long-term cultiva-
tion of cultural IPs. How to sustain the popularity of internet-famous cities has become a key issue for academic
scholars and urban managers.

5. Conclusion

This study examines the mechanisms through which celebrity effects drive the branding of Wanghong cities in the
social media era, grounded in the meaning transfer theory and city brand equity framework. A multi-case comparative
analysis of Litang, Xi’an, and Chongqing reveals a triphasic pathway by which celebrities reconfigure urban brand
cognition: symbolic grafting (embedding personal narratives into spatial identities), behavioral activation (translating
digital engagement into physical visitation), and values mobilization (enhancing revisit rates through emotional value
co-creation). Central to this process is the transcendence of spatiotemporal constraints inherent in traditional market-
ing, exemplified by Litang’s “City of Sky” imagery fused with Ding Zhen’s untamed authenticity and Chongqing’s
algorithmic amplification of its 8D Magical City identity.

Expanding McCracken’s meaning transfer model, the research proposes the Tripartite Spatial Empowerment (TSE)
mechanism, which delineates how celebrity symbols reshape urban brands through cultural symbol transplantation,
ritualized spatial practices, and emotional sedimentation. Concurrently, the D-ICE (Digital-Identity-Creation-En-
gagement) model challenges conventional brand equity frameworks (e.g., Keller’s CBBE) by redefining brand aware-
ness as dynamic semiotic decoding (e.g., short-video narratives), brand relationships as participatory co-creation (e.g.,
UGC-driven #8DMagicalCity campaigns), and brand resonance as digital identity projection (e.g., Xi’an’s Tang
Dynasty IP derivatives).

Critical reflection identifies inherent risks in Wanghong city branding, including cultural distortion through over-
simplified symbolism (e.g., reducing Tang heritage to performative photo-ops), overreliance on transient traffic
spikes (evidenced by diminishing marginal utility), and governance challenges such as infrastructural overload (e.g.,
Hongyadong’s 3.3 million daily visitors during the 2024 Spring Festival). These findings underscore the imperative
to balance algorithmic virality with cultural authenticity and sustainable urban resilience. By integrating media theory,
spatial production, and branding scholarship, this study advances a holistic framework for leveraging celebrity influ-
ence in digital-era city branding while cautioning against the pitfalls of commodifying cultural narratives. It ulti-
mately positions urban brand sustainability as an interplay of symbolic innovation, participatory engagement, and
ethical placemaking in the attention economy.
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