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Introduction 

This thesis aims to provide an analysis of the interplay between global branding and 

local cultural presence within the field of luxury hospitality, with a specific focus on 

Sofitel Barcelona. The research investigates how the hotel negotiates its French global 

identity with the Catalan cultural context, and how this negotiation shapes 

intercultural communication within the organisation. The central research question 

asks how global brand identity and local cultural visibility are intertwined in practice, 

and what this dynamic  may reveal about the management of cultural difference 

within a standardised luxury brand. 

The pages that follow, therefore, offer a critical examination of the 

communicative strategies through which Sofitel Barcelona positions itself, analysing 

how global identity is articulated alongside local presence. They highlight the tensions 

between standardisation and localisation, and the discursive mechanisms through 

which cultural references are displayed, muted, or selectively framed in the branding 

of luxury hospitality. 

The work is organised into four chapters. Chapter One develops the theoretical 

and conceptual framework, engaging with debates on international marketing, 

experiential tourism, intercultural communication, and cultural visibility. Chapter 

Two outlines the methodological approach, based on a qualitative case study drawing 

on interviews, observation, and textual analysis. Chapter Three presents the analysis, 

focusing on brand narratives, managerial discourse, and the cultural positioning of the 

hotel, while also considering the role of external visibility in shaping the hybrid 

aesthetics through which Sofitel negotiates its identity in Barcelona. Chapter Four 

constitutes the empirical core of the research, where the findings are interpreted and 

discussed: attention is given to how the hotel communicates local culture amid 

ambiguity, how guest expectations interact with the Sofitel frame, how team dynamics 

influence intercultural encounters, and how employees themselves perceive the 

relation between brand values and local identity. 
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By situating the Sofitel Barcelona case within wider debates on globalisation, 

branding, and intercultural communication, this thesis hopes to contribute to a more 

nuanced understanding of how luxury hospitality organisations navigate the balance 

between global identity and local visibility. In doing so, the study explores the subtle 

negotiations through which global luxury brands articulate their identity, analysing 

how local cultural elements are strategically integrated, staged, or foregrounded 

within the hospitality experience. 
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Chapter 1 – Core Theories and Concepts 

1.1 Standardization and Glocalization in International Marketing  

A company's international expansion demands a delicate equilibrium between two 

competing imperatives: preserving a strong global brand identity while 

simultaneously adapting to the unique cultural nuances of each local market. This 

tension is particularly acute in sectors where place identity and customer experience 

are central, such as luxury hospitality. Over time, scholars have debated this challenge 

from different angles: some stress the efficiency and brand power of standardization, 

while others warn of the dangers in ignoring cultural complexity. 

Theodore Levitt’s concept of global marketing, famously outlined in his 1983 

article The Globalization of Markets, marked a major shift in how international 

promotion and product distribution were understood (Levitt 1983). Levitt argued that 

technological progress and increasing market interconnectedness led to a convergence 

of consumer preferences worldwide. His thesis rests on two core assumptions: the 

economic efficiency of large-scale global production and the value of a consistent 

brand image, arguing that "modern consumers" primarily seek high-quality, 

affordable products available worldwide, irrespective of cultural context. 

From this viewpoint, local differentiation is not only marginal but damaging, as 

it fragments identity and increases costs. Levitt thus frames global marketing’s 

strength in a uniform and reassuring brand presence that transcends cultural 

boundaries. 

Levitt’s model may hold in some industrial sectors. Nevertheless, its limitations 

become clear in industries where culture is a core component of the product, not just 

an accessory. Here, in sectors like tourism, hospitality, and luxury handicrafts, the 

value proposition is built on authenticity, local engagement, and the enhancement of 
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a place’s identity1. It is precisely this reliance on deeply rooted local symbols and 

atmospheres that has led scholars to question and reshape Levitt’s thesis. Jean-Claude 

Usunier, for instance, offers a notably different approach: culture is not a barrier to 

globalization, but a key to understanding consumer behaviour and enabling 

meaningful communication across markets. 

In «Marketing Across Cultures » (Usunier and Lee 2013), Usunier stresses that 

although globalization has connected markets, it has not erased cultural diversity. 

Consumers still respond to marketing through deeply ingrained cultural codes, which 

go far beyond national borders and include a rich mosaic of ethnicities, subcultures, 

languages, and religions. This is especially visible in complex regions like Catalonia, 

where local identity manifests through unique languages, symbols, and collective 

memories that set it apart from the broader Spanish context. 

Usunier views culture as a strategic asset rather than a mere ethical or political 

concern. Brands like Sofitel leverage cultural elements—such as a French luxury 

identity tailored to local settings—not out of cultural altruism but as a part of their 

marketing strategy. These adaptations enhance communication, create a sense of 

belonging, and elevate the symbolic value of the customer experience. 

Nevertheless, the fact that these cultural representations primarily serve 

marketing goals carries a risk. Local culture might become simplified or selectively 

portrayed, losing the very depth and authenticity that define it. 

This raises a critical question: even when brands incorporate local culture 

strategically, do they genuinely honour and preserve it, or do they reshape it to fit 

brand narratives, potentially distorting its richness? 

In the end, international marketing strategies in sectors like luxury hospitality must 

grapple with an unresolved tension: can a brand genuinely embody local culture 

without reducing it to a stylized, consumable narrative? This dilemma is not merely 

strategic — it is cultural and ethical. It raises fundamental questions about what is 

 
1 For a detail discussion on the central role of culture in these sectors see (MacCannell 1976; Pine 

and Gilmore 1998; Usunier and Lee 2013) and others. 
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preserved, what is adapted, and what is ultimately lost in the global dissemination of 

brand narratives. These issues become even more pressing when culture is not just 

part of the product — but the product itself. 

1.2 Experiential Tourism and Cultural Authenticity 

As global marketing strategies increasingly embrace cultural elements to deepen 

brand resonance, the consumer experience itself becomes a pivotal arena where 

culture is both performed and consumed.  In industries such as luxury hospitality, the 

service goes beyond mere functionality to become highly symbolic, carefully curated, 

interpreted, and remembered. This shift reflects a broader transformation in how value 

is conceived, moving beyond tangible product attributes to encompass the meanings, 

emotions, and memories intertwined with consumption. It is precisely within this 

evolving landscape that the theory of the Experience Economy gains critical relevance 

(Pine and Gilmore 1998). 

Following Pine and Gilmore’s framework, crafting memorable experiences has 

evolved into a strategic imperative in sectors where differentiation depends less on the 

physical product and more on the emotional and symbolic associations it evokes. In 

luxury hospitality, the experience extends far beyond the service itself — it is woven 

through a meticulously orchestrated atmosphere composed of ambient scents, curated 

music, aesthetic design, and ritualized social interactions2. At Sofitel Barcelona, for 

example, sensory cues are thoughtfully calibrated to construct a cohesive “French-

inspired” ambiance that resonates with the local environment. Yet, one notable gap in 

this experience economy is the relative absence of physical tokens, i.e. tangible 

memorabilia that guests can associate with their visit and take with them. 

 
2 See (Pine and Gilmore 1998) for the foundational theory of the Experience Economy. See also 

(MacCannell 1976) and (Veblen 1899) for discussions on ritualization, symbolic consumption, and 

performative aspects of leisure. 
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Though not formally integrated into the guest journey, items such as bathrobes, 

slippers, or beach bags have attracted notable interest and desire from visitors. Staff 

members — as I observed firsthand during my internship — become living 

embodiments of the brand through uniforms and accessories like pins, acting as 

carriers of symbolic capital. This invites a reflection on the potential role of 

memorabilia in reinforcing the brand experience: not as mere merchandise, but as 

material anchors that help preserve the intangible memory of the stay beyond the 

hotel’s confines. While Sofitel does offer signature products such as fragrances and 

bedding through its online boutique, these offerings remain somewhat disconnected 

from the immersive in-hotel experience. Incorporating more visible, desirable, and 

contextually meaningful memorabilia could thus strengthen the symbolic continuity 

between place, brand, and guest identity — a crucial dimension in markets where 

experience itself is commodified and consumed as the primary product. 

This staging of emotionally charged experiences raises the question of 

authenticity. Can intentionally curated encounters be “real”? This paradox, central to 

Dean MacCannell’s seminal theory on tourism (MacCannell 1976),  positions tourists 

as seekers of authenticity who instead encounter the orchestrated “front stage” of the 

tourism industry. According to MacCannell, the genuine “back stage” cultural 

encounters remain largely inaccessible, leaving tourists to engage primarily with 

commodified and idealized representations of local culture. This dynamic creates a 

paradox: the more tourists seek authentic experiences, the more they encounter 

curated performances. 

This paradox gains particular relevance in the luxury hospitality sector, where 

brands like Sofitel cater to the “leisure class” described by Thorstein Veblen — a social 

elite defined by conspicuous consumption and the pursuit of exclusive, status-

signaling experiences3. Although guests seek genuine cultural immersion, the 

 
3 Thorstein Veblen, The Theory of the Leisure Class: An Economic Study of Institutions (New York: 

Macmillan, 1899), 7. 
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experience offered may be a carefully constructed “front stage” performance, designed 

to align with expectations of luxury, refinement, and sophistication. 

This raises a crucial question: is Sofitel's presentation of Catalan culture 

authentic, or is it a superficial performance, curated with selective cultural cues lacking 

genuine depth? Furthermore, do guests perceive these curated experiences as genuine, 

or are they aware of the underlying artifice? In some cases, the cultural imprint is so 

faint that one might question whether a “staged” narrative even exists — raising the 

possibility that the absence of depth itself becomes part of the luxury branding 

strategy. This tension challenges conventional understandings of authenticity in 

luxury tourism, suggesting that authenticity may not depend on truthful cultural 

expression. Instead, it may lie in the successful performance of an experience that 

satisfies guests’ desire for cultural engagement, however mediated or constructed. 

Thus, the paradox of authenticity remains a defining feature of the luxury hospitality 

experience, where the search for the “real” is entangled with the reality of performance 

and commodification. 

1.3 Intercultural Communication in Organisational Contexts 

If the guest experience in luxury hospitality is where culture is displayed and 

performed, then the internal organization is where it is enacted, negotiated — and at 

times, contested. Understanding how culture operates behind the scenes is essential to 

grasping how hospitality is not only delivered but produced. This section turns to the 

question of how culture shapes internal dynamics within international service 

organizations.  

A foundational framework for analyzing these cultural differences is offered by 

Geert Hofstede’s model of cultural dimension (Hofstede 1980; Hofstede et al. 2010), a 

seminal contribution to the field of intercultural management. Hofstede identified six 

key dimensions for comparing national cultures: Power Distance, Uncertainty 

Avoidance, Individualism versus Collectivism, Masculinity versus Femininity, Long-
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Term versus Short-Term Orientation, and Indulgence versus Restraint. These 

dimensions serve to highlight how societies differ in their approaches to hierarchy, 

ambiguity, personal autonomy, and normative control. 

Among these, Power Distance, Uncertainty Avoidance, and Individualism–

Collectivism are particularly relevant to understanding organizational dynamics in 

Mediterranean contexts. Both Spanish and Catalan cultures tend to score relatively 

high on Power Distance and Uncertainty Avoidance, suggesting an underlying 

preference for structure, authority, and risk mitigation. At the same time, strong 

interpersonal bonds and group-oriented values — commonly associated with 

collectivist tendencies — also emerge, especially in workplace solidarity. This 

coexistence of distance and warmth is not contradictory but rather a recognized feature 

of Southern European communicative cultures. 

However, the organizational culture at Sofitel Barcelona cannot be mapped 

neatly onto any single national framework. The hotel operates as a dynamic 

intercultural microcosm: shaped by the French luxury brand’s corporate identity, 

embedded in the culturally distinctive setting of Catalonia, and influenced by broader 

Spanish societal norms. These overlapping layers, further complicated by a highly 

international staff composition, produce a communicative environment where fixed 

cultural models often fall short. 

Hofstede’s dimensions provide structure, yet risk oversimplifying culture by 

reducing it to national averages. Such essentialism obscures internal diversity and the 

evolving dynamics of modern organizations.  

A valuable complement to this structural approach is found in Edward T. Hall’s 

theory of high- and low-context communication (Hall 1976) . Hall shifts the focus from 

values to communicative style, distinguishing between cultures where meaning is 

conveyed implicitly through shared context (high-context) and those where explicit 

verbalization is prioritized (low-context). Yet while Hall’s model brings 

communication into sharper focus, it too abstracts from the lived complexity of 

professional interaction. In a setting like Sofitel Barcelona — where staff and guests 
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operate across multiple cultural codes — these differences shape both front-stage 

service interactions and backstage coordination, influencing everything from staff 

briefings to the tone of managerial feedback. 

While Hall’s model provides an insightful lens for communication styles, it 

leaves a crucial question unaddressed: how is culture actually performed and 

negotiated in day-to-day professional communication? To address this, scholars like 

Francesca Bargiela-Chiappini and Michael Hinner shift the focus to discourse — not 

as abstract “style,” but as lived, situated practice. Drawing on pragmatics, 

sociolinguistics, and critical discourse analysis, they focus on how meanings are co-

constructed in real interactions, how institutional hierarchies manifest linguistically, 

and how cultural expectations are adjusted — or contested — in professional settings 

(Bargiela-Chiappini and Nickerson 2003; Hinner 2013). 

This discursive lens is especially useful in global service environments where 

communication is not merely about “transmitting” fixed values but about managing 

ambiguity, adapting registers, and navigating divergent expectations in real time. It 

encourages us to look beyond static models and instead pay attention to the small, 

often overlooked moments — hesitations, negotiations, silences — through which 

culture is enacted. 

Static models from Hofstede and Hall are insufficient to capture the fluid reality 

of a global organization like Sofitel. A more effective analysis requires moving beyond 

these frameworks to an interactional, critical lens—one that, drawing on scholars like 

Bargiela-Chiappini and Hinner, examines how brand identity and local culture are 

constantly negotiated in practice. This perspective foregrounds the question of whose 

culture becomes visible. This question becomes particularly urgent in the context of 

luxury hospitality, where global branding strategies often obscure — or strategically 

repackage — local identities. It is precisely this tension between visibility and erasure 

that the following section will address, by examining how cultural globalization 

shapes not only what is offered to the guest, but also what is rendered invisible. 
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1.4 Cultural Globalization and the Visibility of Local Cultures  

If intercultural communication within organizations reveals the fluid, negotiated 

nature of culture in practice, it is equally essential to zoom out and interrogate the 

broader global dynamics that shape which cultural expressions are made visible—or 

marginalized—within branded environments. In this context, the interplay between 

global cultural flows and local identities demands a more critical theoretical lens. 

Globalization is often portrayed as a uniform and homogenizing process of 

cultural diffusion4. However, Arjun Appadurai offers a more nuanced and critical 

perspective through his concept of disjunctures and tensions. Appadurai argues that 

global cultural flows do not move in a linear or synchronized manner; rather, different 

dimensions—such as media (mediascapes), technology (technoscapes), people 

(ethnoscapes), finance (financescapes), and ideas (ideoscapes)—intersect and sometimes 

collide, generating discontinuities and conflicts. This means that cultural globalization 

is characterized by fragmented and often contradictory movements, where the 

circulation of images, practices, and symbols does not follow a single, predictable 

trajectory. 

The existence of these disjunctures challenges the notion that globalization 

simply leads to cultural flattening. Instead, it generates complex renegotiations of 

identity, where cultures interact but also risk being reduced to aestheticized 

commodities for global consumption. 

 Within the luxury hospitality context, such dynamics translate into 

representational choices that warrant close scrutiny: which cultures are highlighted 

and which are obscured behind the gloss of a globalized experience? What power 

relations underpin these symbolic decisions in branding? 

 
4 See John Tomlinson, Globalization and Culture (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999), 

especially Chapter 2, where he argues that globalization should not be seen merely as cultural 

homogenization, but rather as a complex and contested reconfiguration of cultural identity and 

meaning. 
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Appadurai’s framework encourages us to move beyond the simplistic rhetoric 

of glocalization as a harmonious fusion of global and local. Instead, we must engage 

critically with the ambiguities and conflicts inherent in cultural practices within global 

markets. This critical perspective lays the groundwork for analysing how international 

brands like Sofitel negotiate and represent local culture in ways that are never neutral 

or unproblematic. 

Building on Appadurai’s insights, Tomlinson builds on this critique, arguing 

that cultural globalization is deeply intertwined with power and inequality 

(Tomlinson 1999). These forces, often implicit, shape how cultures are represented and 

consumed, especially in tightly controlled contexts such as luxury branded hospitality. 

The result can be a form of soft neocolonialism, where local cultures are shaped—

consciously or not—to fit the expectations of a global consumer elite, creating tensions 

between authenticity and performance. 

Moreover, this process extends beyond mere imagery to the lived experiences 

of hotel staff, who must embody and perform a curated cultural identity to meet the 

desires of the leisure class (Veblen 1899; MacCannell 1976) for “authentic” yet 

consumable cultural experiences, as discussed previously (see Section 1.2). 

Appadurai’s emphasis on disjunctures opens the path for Tomlinson’s critical 

focus on power asymmetries in structures that shape these movements. While 

Appadurai emphasizes complexity and disjuncture, Tomlinson argues that 

globalization is not only uneven but also asymmetrical: certain cultures enjoy visibility 

and narrative control, while others are subdued or recontextualized through global 

media and branding. This introduces the dimension of soft power (Nye 1990), where 

influence is exercised not through coercion, but through the symbolic shaping of 

desire, value, and visibility — often in highly curated contexts such as luxury 

hospitality. The result is a form of symbolic dominance or cultural imperialism, where 

local cultures—including Catalonia’s distinct identity—are consciously or 

unconsciously reshaped to fit the expectations of a global consumer elite. This process 
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risking a reduction of culture to commodified performances (MacCannell 1976; Veblen 

1899). 

The Catalan identity, with its strong historical, linguistic, and political roots, 

faces particular challenges within the framework of a French luxury brand like Sofitel 

Barcelona. Although local culture is prominently featured as a unique selling point, it 

is simultaneously negotiated and filtered through global branding strategies that 

prioritize cohesion and prestige over local specificity (Hannerz 1992). Here emerges 

the risk of cultural flattening, where the vibrant complexity of regional identities may 

be glossed over or instrumentalized to meet the demands of a globalized luxury 

market. 

The cultural balancing act required of staff in globally branded spaces is 

illuminated by Hannerz's distinction between cosmopolitanism and parochialism. 

These employees become mediators between their local identities and the 

performative scripts demanded by cosmopolitan consumers, embodying the very 

contradictions of cultural globalization.  

These dynamics do not merely raise theoretical questions: they manifest daily 

in how people speak, act, and perform culture within the hotel space. It is here, in the 

lived negotiation between global expectations and local selves, that this study will 

direct its analytical lens. Such dynamics invite us to reflect critically on how global 

cultural flows do not simply facilitate exchange but often reshape, constrain, or erase 

local identities under the pressure of global brand logics—an ongoing negotiation 

where visibility, authenticity, and power are never guaranteed, but constantly 

contested. 

 

1.5 Analytical Implications for Case Analysis 

The theoretical insights presented in this chapter — spanning global branding 

strategies, experiential authenticity, intercultural organizational dynamics, and the 
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symbolic politics of globalization — converge toward a complex, composite analytical 

lens. This study moves from macro to micro-level insights, beginning with the tension 

between global standardization and local adaptation. It then narrows to the in-house 

experience, interrogating how authenticity is commodified through symbolic 

performances for guests. A critical look at intercultural dynamics reveals how culture 

is enacted internally. Finally, the broader forces of cultural globalization and power 

asymmetries are brought to the forefront, analyzing how the local is aestheticized for 

global consumption. 

Together, these frameworks inform the guiding questions for the empirical 

analysis: 

1. How is local culture represented, reframed, or commodified in the branding 

strategies of Sofitel Barcelona? 

2. To what extent are experiences and atmospheres curated to appeal to 

international expectations rather than grounded in local authenticity? 

3. How do internal organizational practices reflect — or resist — the cultural 

tensions between global brand identity and local specificity? 

4. How do employees navigate their role as mediators between cosmopolitan 

brand values and their own cultural positioning? 

These questions will guide the empirical exploration of Sofitel Barcelona, enabling a 

critical analysis of how global and local cultural forces interact within luxury 

hospitality environment. They also directly inform the central research question of this 

thesis. 
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Chapter 2 – Methodology 

2.1 Research Design and Rationale 

This study adopts a qualitative single-case study approach, focusing on the Sofitel 

Barcelona Skipper. The rationale for this choice lies in the hotel’s unique position at 

the intersection of global brand standards and local cultural dynamics. Situated in one 

of Barcelona’s most prominent areas, the property provides a fertile ground for 

examining how luxury hospitality engages with its surrounding context. Moreover, 

Sofitel’s brand philosophy, explicitly described as “a blend of French culture and local 

identity”, makes it an exemplary case for exploring how global narratives are translated 

and adapted to a specific locale. 

Rather than seeking statistical generalization, the study privileges a qualitative 

perspective in order to capture the nuances, tensions, and subtle negotiations involved 

in this global–local interplay. This approach allows for a deeper understanding of 

cultural positioning within luxury hospitality, where meaning is often shaped less by 

measurable indicators than by symbolic practices and discursive strategies. 

 

2.2 Data Sources and Collection 

First, a wide range of corporate and promotional materials was examined, including 

brochures, internal directives shared with new employees, press releases, and digital 

content such as the company’s official website and social media channels. These 

sources were complemented by the hotel’s presence on booking and review platforms, 

as well as independent press articles and customer reviews, in order to assess how the 

intended brand message aligns with its external reception. A second source of data 

derives from my four-month internship at the Sofitel Barcelona Skipper, particularly 

within the Front Office and Concierge departments. This fieldwork provided a 
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privileged vantage point for examining daily practices and the interplay between 

formal procedures and informal routines that shape staff–guest interactions. Beyond 

offering access to otherwise inaccessible details, it allowed the researcher to observe 

how brand values were enacted in practice, how narratives of luxury and locality were 

communicated at the front line, and how these dynamics contributed to the hotel’s 

organisational culture. 

Finally, five semi-structured interviews were conducted with employees across 

different departments and hierarchical levels. Participants were selected according to 

role and availability, ensuring a diversity of perspectives. The interviews were held in 

the preferred language of each participant and followed a flexible conversational flow 

to encourage open and authentic responses. To preserve confidentiality, the 

interviewees are referred to only by their functional role, allowing them to share their 

experiences candidly while remaining anonymous. 

 

2.3 Data Analysis and Reflexivity 

The data were examined through a thematic analysis, aimed at identifying both 

recurrent patterns and unexpected insights. All interviews were fully transcribed and 

subsequently deleted to ensure confidentiality. The process began with open coding, 

which highlighted salient expressions and practices emerging from the material, 

before clustering them into broader categories. These categories were then interpreted 

in dialogue with existing theoretical frameworks, allowing the analysis to combine 

deductive reasoning, grounded in prior scholarship, with inductive reasoning that 

enabled the material to “speak back” and generate themes beyond the initial scope. 

The researcher’s position played a decisive role in shaping this process. This 

insider perspective offered a valuable depth of understanding, while at the same time 

raising the risk of over-identification or selective confirmation of prior experiences. 

Reflexivity therefore became essential: maintaining awareness of potential biases and 
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deliberately counterbalancing them by triangulating different sources and 

perspectives. Striking this balance between closeness and distance was a central 

element of the methodological stance, ensuring that the analysis could benefit from 

privileged access without losing its critical edge. 

 

2.4 Limitations 

The study faces some limitations. The interview sample was necessarily small and 

shaped by availability and role, which introduces partiality and narrows the range of 

perspectives. Practical constraints also affected the process: several employees 

declined participation, and the interviews were ultimately conducted online due to 

distance, which limited the possibility of richer face-to-face interaction. Nevertheless, 

all conversations were transcribed and analysed in depth before being deleted for 

ethical reasons. In addition, the research centres on a single property, the Sofitel 

Barcelona Skipper, whose position as a luxury hotel under a global brand and within 

the Catalan context makes the findings highly specific. 

Yet this specificity is also what gives the study its value. Rather than aiming for 

generalisation, its contribution lies in transferability: the dynamics observed highlight 

tensions between global branding and local culture that can inform reflections in other 

contexts of luxury hospitality and intercultural communication. 
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Chapter 3 – Discursive Strategies and Cultural Positioning 

3.1 The Brand Narrative: French Refinement and Cultural Hybridisation 

Sofitel’s brand constantly balances two competing needs: maintaining a strong global 

identity while also adapting to local cultural contexts. This dual demand influences 

every aspect of the brand's communication, from its visuals and language to the overall 

atmosphere and aesthetic. The logo, two interlocking diamonds, already symbolizes 

this encounter: the union of French elegance and local cultural expression. 

Yet this interplay is not neutral. As evident from the website, press kits, and 

social media profiles, the brand’s self-presentation follows a clear hierarchy: French 

culture occupies the narrative centre, while the local, in this case Catalan, functions as 

an ornamental layer. 

For example, the Instagram feed offers a distilled image of Barcelona identity. 

Its focus is not on the urban context in its complexity, but on an atmosphere—a curated 

mood composed of rooftop sunsets, cocktail glasses, and elegant interiors5. The 

brand’s visual language is consistent, composed of soft tones, smooth surfaces, and 

carefully balanced compositions. This measured subtlety is strategic: rather than 

flaunting opulence, the brand cultivates a more discreet luxury, a form of distinction 

based on understatement. 

One phrase in the Instagram biography encapsulates the brand’s positioning: 

“Luxury hotel by the beach, blending French elegance and Catalan flair.” Far from a simple 

tagline, it encapsulates the brand’s discursive strategy. French elegance is framed as the 

stable essence, tied to a culturally codified idea of refinement. Catalan flair, by contrast, 

remains more elusive, a suggestive touch of local character that is invoked but not 

developed. The local reference remains peripheral, contributing to the mood rather 

than shaping the message (see Figure 3.1). 

 
5 Observations based on the analysis of Sofitel Barcelona Skipper’s official Instagram profile, 

accessed August 10, 2025. 
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This logic extends to 

how the city of Barcelona is 

referenced across the 

profile. Mentions of the 

surrounding 

neighbourhood, historical 

context, or urban diversity 

are conspicuously absent. 

Instead, the brand 

constructs a version of la 

Barceloneta nocturna6 that feels both exclusive and placeless, promoting events like El 

Rumbo7, with copas y las mejores vistas8, as if the experience of the city could be 

reduced to a rooftop view and a curated playlist. This is not a casual omission, but a 

deliberate aesthetic decision: the urban context is filtered through a lens of leisure 

and visual appeal, resulting in a representation that privileges atmosphere over 

depth. 

This measured approach is also evident in how recognition and prestige are 

presented. Awards from Condé Nast or Beyond Luxury9 are present but not flaunted. 

Rather than listing achievements, the brand relies on minimalistic affirmations. Here, 

success is communicated through subtlety. The absence of loud claims is itself a sign 

of confidence. The logic is familiar: as (MacCannell 1976) argued, authenticity in 

tourism is often performed precisely through what is not said—what remains implicit, 

suggestive, or hidden. 

 
6 Lit. “the Barceloneta at night”; Barceloneta is a historic seaside neighbourhood in Barcelona, 

known for its beach, nightlife, and restaurants. 
7 El Rumbo is a recurring nightlife event hosted at Sofitel Barcelona Skipper, featuring curated 

music and cocktails. 
8 Lit. “drinks and the best views 
9 Condé Nast is a leading global media company known for its prestigious lifestyle and luxury 

magazines, including Vogue and Condé Nast Traveler. Beyond Luxury is an influential platform 

highlighting high-end hospitality awards and experiences. 

3%
13%

76%

7%

catalan french luxury mix

Figure 3..1 – Distribution of Instagram posts by 

cultural reference (French, Catalan, Luxury branding, 

and Hybrid forms). 

Source: Based on a sample of 100 posts from the official Sofitel 

Barcelona Skipper Instagram account (January–June 2025). Stories were 

excluded; highlights were noted thematically but not coded post-by-post. 
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This aesthetic of restraint also extends beyond social media. On Sofitel’s official 

website, the same visual and rhetorical logic persists, reinforcing the brand’s 

commitment to understated luxury and stylised cultural engagement10. The hotel 

appears as a controlled space, buffered from the unpredictability of urban life, where 

guests can enjoy “natural luxury with a joyfully rebellious attitude”—a phrase 

attributed by the general manager, Matthias Bernard. The contradiction is intentional: 

rebellion here is not disruptive, but performative, a way of signalling difference within 

a controlled and curated environment. 

Nowhere is this aesthetic glocalisation more evident than in the description of 

the rooms as “un appartement parisien privé au bord de la mer à Barcelone” (lit. “a private 

Parisian apartment by the sea in Barcelona”). The Catalan setting is not denied, but 

reinterpreted. Parisian codes of elegance provide the reference point, the local is 

adapted accordingly.  

The same pattern is visible in the gastronomic offering: tapas are “inspired by 

local artists,” but reimagined through a gourmet filter that prioritises refinement over 

authenticity. Local culture is not presented in its own terms, but as raw material to be 

elevated within the brand’s stylistic framework. 

This doesn't diminish the strategy's sophistication—rather, it shows how 

precisely the brand positions itself within the competitive luxury hospitality 

landscape. The actual implementation and guest experience of the gastronomic offer, 

including its potential for authentic engagement, will be further explored in the next 

section. 

 

 
10 Observations based on the analysis of Sofitel’s official website, retrieved August 10, 2025. 
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3.2 Material Practices and Designed Experiences 

The brand's strategic hybridity is not limited to its narrative, to what it tells us it is and 

does, but extends to what it is and does in practice. The most striking example of this 

is the architecture of the hotel itself. While the building's distinct nautical silhouette 

was a feature inherited from previous managements, Sofitel has deliberately embraced 

and re-branded this form as a core part of its message. The very name "Skipper" alludes 

to this design, a formal reference further echoed indoors through a chromatic palette 

of deep blues and sandy beiges. These tones simultaneously evoke the proximity of 

the Mediterranean and a stylized idea of French elegance. 

Other design elements also reinforce the brand's signature sophistication, such 

as the pyramidal ceiling structure of the meeting room. This discreet homage to the 

Louvre has iconic Spanish landmarks arranged around it to evoke a stylized skyline, 

suggesting a conceptual dialogue between French and local architectural imaginaries 

rather than a direct transposition. 

Even the names of the meeting rooms, like Bogatell or Barceloneta11, evoke the 

local geography, but they ultimately serve as little more than suggestive labels. In the 

guest rooms, the most explicit nod to local heritage comes from the panots—the tile 

patterns typical of Barcelona and popularized by Gaudí—yet this element feels 

relatively isolated in the overall narrative. Even the small welcome amenities, locally 

branded but standardized, seem caught between sincere homage and global 

uniformity. 

Atmospherically, the hotel environment is curated through a strategic 

combination of lighting, textures, materials, and branded sensory markers—such as 

the signature ambient scent and custom musical playlists. These elements coalesce into 

a coherent chic and polished atmosphere. Ultimately, the brand's blend of French and 

local identities creates a stylized, abstract version of the city, rather than a genuine 

 
11 Bogatell and Barceloneta are neighbourhoods in Barcelona, known for their strong maritime 

identity and historical connection to the urban fabric  
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engagement with its lived reality. What emerges is not so much Barcelona as a city, 

but rather a “Sofitel Barcelona™”: a refined, globally recognisable concept branded 

with local cues. The authenticity of these gestures—whether interpreted as French, 

Catalan, or generically upscale—remains ambiguous. 

While the website’s narrative suggests the gastronomy is also filtered through 

this stylistic framework, the physical reality, by contrast, stands out as the hotel’s most 

grounded expression of locality. The Tendiez restaurant, located within the hotel, with 

its seasonally rotating menu curated by chef David Andrés, foregrounds Catalan 

culinary traditions through the use of regional ingredients, km-0 suppliers, and 

emblematic dishes such as escalivada12 and croquetas de calçots13. These are 

complemented by enduring French markers, like the perfectly portioned 60g pain au 

chocolat served daily, which offer a subtle continuity with the brand’s heritage and 

hospitality standards. 

The hotel’s cultural positioning also emerges in routine practices and rituals. 

The use of greetings such as bonjour and the overall performance of warmth and 

attentiveness align with a stylised vision of French service culture, creating a specific 

atmosphere in guest interactions. Online reviews across platforms like TripAdvisor 

frequently highlight the professionalism and friendliness of the staff, often mentioning 

individual employees by name (e.g., Viktor, Hanan, Jovanna), suggesting a service 

experience that is both personalised and memorable. Whether this attentiveness stems 

primarily from brand-specific training or reflects a deeper intercultural ethos will be 

examined in more detail in Chapter 4. 

3.3 Recognition, Echoes and External Visibility 

If the previous sections have examined how Sofitel articulates and performs its brand 

narrative from within, it is equally crucial to consider how this narrative is echoed, 

 
12 Escalivada is a dish of grilled vegetables typical of Catalonia  
13 Croquetas de calçots are croquettes made from a variety of Catalan green onion 
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reinterpreted, or even distorted in its external reception. This section turns to 

independent sources, such as user-generated content on review platforms and social 

media, as well as articles from lifestyle magazines and travel blogs, to explore how the 

hotel is publicly perceived and what dimensions of the experience are most often 

retained, amplified or overlooked. 

As shown in Figure 3.2, the most recurrent themes on major review platforms 

such as Google and Booking.com are the elegance of the premises, the professionalism 

and warmth of the staff, and an overall atmosphere of quiet luxury. The comments 

describe a serene enclave that feels suspended in time and space. However, there 

appears to be a notable absence of explicit references to Catalan culture or the specific 

identity of Barcelona itself. The notion of locality, while theoretically central to the 

hotel’s positioning, seems to fade into the background in favour of a more abstract, 

universalised idea of refinement and comfort – Barcelona à la Sofitel, polished and 

detached. 
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Figure 3.2 – Key themes identified in guest reviews 

(Booking.com, TripAdvisor, Google). 

Source: Data for Figure 3.2 are drawn from 150 online reviews collected between January 

and August 2025 across Booking.com, TripAdvisor, and Google Reviews. Each review could be coded 

into multiple themes, meaning a single review may contribute to more than one category.  
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A similar tendency can be observed in social media content, particularly on 

platforms such as Instagram and TikTok, where guests often portray the hotel as a 

hidden gem, “the most beautiful hotel in Barcelona”, but do so through a language of 

visual seduction designed more to elicit engagement than to convey evaluations. While 

this does not necessarily invalidate the authenticity of the impressions shared, it does 

suggest a logic of visibility governed by virality rather than critical reflection. In such 

contexts, silence about cultural connection does not always imply absence of 

appreciation, but it does raise questions about which aspects of the experience are 

considered worth showcasing. 

Figure 3.3 illustrates the 

prevalence of English in guest 

reviews, which serves as a telling 

indicator that the hotel positions itself 

as a global luxury destination, 

prioritizing an international clientele 

over the local or even national 

market. Yet even within this 

multilingual reception, the 

articulation of cultural specificity 

remains vague or marginal. 

More institutional forms of recognition, such as articles and  features shared via 

the hotel’s official Instagram page, present a slightly different picture. These texts, 

while often stylised as editorials, tend to echo promotional discourses and align closely 

with the brand’s own voice. They frequently highlight a harmonious fusion of art de 

vivre and Catalan culture, yet this fusion is generally aestheticised, stripped of 

complexity or cultural tension.  

 

29%

43%

4%

24%

French English Spanish Other

Figure 3.3 – Language distribution of 

guest reviews. 

Source: Data drawn from 150 online reviews collected 

between January and August 2025 across Booking.com, 

TripAdvisor, and Google Reviews. 
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3.4 The Strategic Outcome of Aesthetic Hybridisation 

This chapter has explored how Sofitel Barcelona Skipper crafts its cultural positioning 

through narrative strategies that intertwine global branding with local references. The 

analysis has shown how the hotel constructs a coherent and polished identity, weaving 

together French elegance, a cosmopolitan ethos, and curated nods to its geographic 

context. 

While the narrative is undoubtedly effective and stylistically refined, it remains 

highly controlled. Local culture is present but often filtered through the lens of 

aesthetic compatibility with luxury standards. What emerges is not an open dialogue 

with the city, but a selective incorporation of its symbols adapted with the brand’s 

global language. 

The storytelling appears designed more for coherence within the brand’s 

identity system than for the guest’s active interpretation. Most visitors do not engage 

critically with these elements, nor are they necessarily expected to. This raises the 

question of whom such narratives ultimately serve, and whether they are meant more 

to reaffirm the brand’s image than to enrich the guest experience. In this sense, the 

hotel speaks the language of the city only insofar as it can shape its grammar.  
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Chapter 4 – Findings and Discussion 

The city’s voice, reshaped by the company’s brand language, does not remain confined 

to marketing materials;  it is channelled, reinterpreted, and sometimes softened, too, 

by those who interact with guests on a daily basis. In this light, employees become 

central agents who decide how to re-frame and present Barcelona, which aspects 

should be emphasized, and how one should balance local character with the 

expectations of luxury travellers 

4.1 Communicating Local Culture: Strategies and Ambiguities 

The brand sets a broad frame rather than a strict script, leaving employees  to rely 

primarily on their own judgment and knowledge of the city. Their task is not to repeat 

corporate formulas but to ensure every recommendation that aligns with luxury 

expectations. As one senior receptionist explained: “I would never risk sending a guest 

somewhere ‘uncertain’ — it has to work every time.” This instinct to privilege 

reliability over spontaneity recalls Dean MacCannell’s idea of safe authenticity, where 

curated experiences displace the unpredictable texture of everyday life14. 

Curating the guest experience extends beyond just avoiding risk; it also 

involves adapting to the social codes and spending patterns of upscale travellers. “You 

adapt to who they are. Some places feel too casual for this type of guest, even if they’re 

excellent,” noted a front-desk employee. The recommendations, therefore, function as 

filters of status just as much as they are sources of local insight. 

The result is a Barcelona both vivid and carefully managed, aligned with 

international standards of comfort rather than an explicit Sofitel doctrine. What 

appears is not a monolithic brand voice but a polished lens, shaped by individual 

judgment. Whether Sofitel naturally reinforces its identity or delivers an elegant 

 
14 (MacCannell 1976). The Tourist: A New Theory of the Leisure Class. New York: Schocken Books. 
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“Barcelona under Sofitel management” is a tension which sets the stage for examining 

how guests and staff enact these principles. 

4.2 Client Expectations and the Sofitel Frame 

Staff members describe Sofitel guests as seeking comfort and predictability rather than 

raw immersion in local culture. What they encounter, in turn, is a Barcelona already 

fluent in the idiom of French luxury: elegant, reassuring, lightly touched by local 

colour. 

This strategic curatorial approach extends from the brand's narrative into the 

very structure of the hotel's operational hierarchy. Interviews reveal that a staff 

member's perception of guests, and consequently the advice they provide, is shaped 

more by their role than by seniority. Concierges, for instance, are widely trusted by 

experienced travellers and hold a symbolic authority. "Guests ask for the concierge by 

name," one employee noted, indicating that recommendations from this figure are 

taken as definitive, whereas those from the operators at Reception may be open to a 

second opinion.  

This hierarchy directly affects how cultural advice is framed. Receptionists, for 

example, recommend only what feels universally safe and personally verifiable. 

Concierges, by contrast, can introduce less conventional venues, presenting them 

through Sofitel’s cosmopolitan lens to ensure consistency with the brand’s tone. As 

one concierge put it: “There is a guest for every recommendation.” 

Sofitel’s blend of French elegance and local nuance is thus not taught by rigid 

instruction but internalised as professional instinct . The outcome is a service 

experience uniformly polished yet flexibly delivered, tailored to each client rather than 

mechanically standardized. 
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4.3 Team Dynamics and Intercultural Encounters 

French refinement shapes not only how guests are guided but also the dynamics of 

staff interaction. Within the hotel, Spanish, Catalan, French, and English coexist, with 

multilingualism treated as a matter of routine rather than an exception. Even behind 

the scenes, the imprint of the brand’s identity remains visible. 

French and Spanish remain the two dominant languages, with English 

functioning as a communicative bridge. However, employees who lack French fluency, 

like one long-serving staff member who called it “a challenge to master,” can feel (no 

matter how briefly) excluded when supervisors forget to switch languages. These 

moments, though rare and tactfully managed, show that Sofitel’s culture circulates 

internally just as it does outward to guests. This tension is apparent in both explicit 

policy and informal practice. Human Resources, for instance, encourages colleagues 

to greet one another with bonjour in all areas, including service corridors. Conversely, 

internal calls between reservations, maintenance, and housekeeping often end with a 

spontaneous merci. This Catalan courtesy is especially common among Barcelona-

born staff whose roles lack direct guest contact and therefore never required formal 

brand training, revealing a subtle re-emergence of local values against the imposed 

brand culture. 

The implicit pressure to speak French is a subtle yet central part of the hotel’s 

professional culture. While French lessons are offered and several employees 

described embracing them as a form of professional development, the motivation is 

often linked to a desire for professional advancement. 

While promotions aren't explicitly contingent on French fluency, a shared 

understanding exists that speaking it signals a deeper professional alignment and a 

more aspirational career trajectory. This emphasis stands in stark contrast to how local 

linguistic knowledge is valued. Spanish fluency, for example, is taken entirely for 

granted, a prerequisite rather than a skill to be cultivated. As one staff member's joke 
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perfectly captured this unspoken hierarchy: “No one tests you on paella, but you’d 

better say bonjour on the phone.” 

 

4.4 Employees’ Perception of Brand Values and Local Identity 

The hotel’s hierarchy not only dictates roles but also shapes how its cultural identity 

is perceived by staff. Senior figures, such as head concierges and department 

managers, tend to view the hotel as a curated Franco-local project. For them, details 

like candles lit at dusk or French greetings express a cohesive aesthetic: a global 

standard unmistakably Parisian yet adapted to Barcelona. 

Operational staff, by contrast, approach these same details as a pragmatic 

routine rather than a cultural statement. French phrases and Catalan deécor are 

executed precisely but without the sense of contributing to a shared brand narrative. 

This reflects not indifference but a fundamental difference in perspective: management 

and senior staff internalize the brand as an aesthetic mission, while service staff 

experience it as procedural discipline. 

The result is a perceptual gap where fluency in the brand’s cultural language 

tends to reflect professional standing. Senior staff articulate and embody the brand’s 

narrative, while frontline employees, by contrast, focus on its practical execution rather 

than its symbolic weight. This divergence arises because a lack of structured training 

compels employees to rely on personal initiative to interpret the brand code. Their role 

priorities guide this self-direction: receptionists focus on seamless operations, team 

leaders combine service with guidance, and concierges exercise discretion to override 

procedures when necessary. This practical orientation, attentive to operational realities 

rather than abstract cultural ideals, places frontline staff closer to a guest’s experience. 

Consequently, Catalan elements, while performed accurately, often serve as 

decorative cues rather than decisive drivers of guest satisfaction. This finding suggests 

a dynamic, consistent with the analysis in Chapter 3, in which what truly attracts 
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clients is the assurance of the Sofitel brand itself, French in its essence, with local 

culture acting as an embellishment. 
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Conclusions 

This thesis critically examined the research question: how does the interplay 

between global branding and local cultural presence manifest in luxury hospitality, 

and what are its implications for intercultural communication? To investigate this, a 

qualitative case study was conducted at Sofitel Barcelona, combining textual and 

discursive analysis of brand narratives with semi-structured interviews, observational 

insights from the researcher’s internship, and a review of guest feedback. 

The case study uncovered a marked asymmetry: while the French identity of 

the brand is projected with coherence and strength, the Catalan dimension is relegated 

to an atmospheric layer, evoked through décor and mood rather than integrated as a 

constitutive element of the hotel’s identity. Locality, in other words, is mobilized less 

as dialogue with place than as a resource for differentiation in a competitive market. 

The observed asymmetry is more than a local failure of inclusion; it critically 

illuminates and provides an empirical anchor for issues already identified in 

scholarship on intercultural communication and branding. It concretely demonstrates, 

for instance, the mechanisms behind the 'hierarchies of visibility' discussed by Hall 

(1976), Hinner (1998), and Bargiela-Chiappini & Nickerson (2003). These results also 

find significant correspondence with Appadurai’s (1996) account of global cultural 

flows, where representation may serve spectacle more than recognition. The Catalan 

presence at Sofitel Barcelona confirms this dynamic: it is celebrated as colour and 

atmosphere yet denied deeper forms of acknowledgment. 

The analysis highlights the organizational logic behind this strategy. By keeping 

local culture at the surface, Sofitel signals adaptability without compromising 

operational standards. This guarantees efficiency and brand coherence, but 

commodifies authenticity to a managed display, constraining the possibilities of 

genuine intercultural dialogue. 

The study contributes to the literature by demonstrating the organizational 

paradox in 'glocal' strategy: that the managerial need for operational coherence 
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systematically overrides the potential for substantive cultural recognition. This shows 

how cultural representation in luxury hospitality is not a neutral process, but a staged 

performance shaped by symbolic power. Its scope remains limited by the focus on a 

single case, yet it gains strength from the engagement with employees and the 

triangulation of textual, observational, and reception-based evidence. Future 

comparative research could expand these insights by examining whether the dynamics 

observed in Barcelona are context-specific or indicative of broader patterns in global 

hospitality. 

Ultimately, the research underscores that cultural engagement in luxury 

hospitality is never innocent. The core finding of this thesis is the exposure of the 

mechanism at the heart of glocal branding: cultural celebration risks becoming a subtle 

relegation, where local identity is displayed, but only on terms dictated by the global 

strategy. This performance of openness obscures the very power imbalances it 

reproduces, revealing the paradox at the heart of this strategic tension. Recognizing 

this ambivalence is a crucial step in rethinking how global brands relate to the places 

they inhabit, and in asking what it would mean for culture not merely to be staged for 

consumption but genuinely valued. 
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