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The Impact of National Cultural Distance
on the Number of Foreign Web Site Visits

by U.S. Households

Sjoerd Beugelsdijk, Ph.D.1 and Arjen Slangen, Ph.D.2

Abstract

We investigate how national cultural distance, defined as the extent to which the shared values and norms in one
country differ from those in another, affect the number of Web site visits. Based on a sample of 2,654 U.S.
households visiting Web sites in 38 countries over 25 different Web site categories, we find that cultural distance
has a negative and significant effect on the number of taste-related foreign Web site visits. In the case of Web sites
containing sexually explicit material, we obtain a significantly positive effect of cultural distance. Our findings
suggest that cultural distance can be both a source of attraction and a source of repulsion in explaining the
number of Web site visits depending on the nature of the Web site.

Introduction

In recent years, we have witnessed a plethora of studies
investigating the antecedents and consequences of the be-

havior of individuals on the Web. Thanks to increased data
availability, we are much better able to examine and hence
understand online (consumer) behavior. Because the Web
spans national borders, scholars have sought to increase our
understanding of the role of cross-cultural differences in cy-
berpsychology and behavior. For example, Morahan-Martin1

examines how cross-cultural differences influence indi-
viduals’ search patterns for online health information. Using
Hofstede’s2 culture framework, Hu and Bartneck3 test the
influence of national cultural differences in the context of in-
teractive movies. Lim et al.4 investigate if online shopping
rates are lower in countries that have more uncertainty-
avoiding cultures (see also Cho et al.5 for a study of the role of
uncertainty). Using Hofstede’s culture framework, Jackson
et al.6 study moral behavior by Chinese and U.S. youth on the
Web, while Hong et al.7 try to explain differences in levels of
interactivity of online newspapers by looking at the role of
cultural differences.

In this work, we further explore the impact of cultural
differences on online behavior. Specifically, we investigate
how national cultural distance, defined as the extent to which
the shared values and norms in one country differ from those
in another,2,8 affect the number of Web site visits by U.S.
households. Similar to what has been found for the amount of
foreign investment by firms,9–12 we may expect that the

number of Web site visits by U.S. households decreases with
the cultural distance to the country hosting the Web site.
People may be more reluctant to visit Web sites located in
culturally more distant countries because they feel less
‘‘connected’’ to the shared values and norms in these coun-
tries. This may especially hold true for Web sites that are
taste-related, such as gambling or gaming Web sites.13

Following Hu and Bartneck3 and Jackson et al.,6 we use
Hofstede’s culture framework. Hofstede defines culture as
the collective programming of the mind that distinguishes the
members of one group from those of another.2 Comparative
empirical work in cross-cultural psychology and interna-
tional business is dominated by Hofstede’s seminal work
entitled Culture’s Consequences. Hofstede analyzed survey
data obtained from almost 100,000 IBM employees in 40
countries and identified four dimensions along which na-
tional cultures differ: power distance, uncertainty avoidance,
individualism, and masculinity. Hofstede assigned each
country a score on each cultural dimension that varied be-
tween about 0 and 100. Throughout the years, these scores
have become available for an increasing number of countries.
Hofstede’s dimensions have been used to explain a wide
variety of phenomena,14,15 and the validity of the culture
dimensions has been confirmed by many studies.16,17

We calculate the cultural distance between the United
States and the country hosting the focal Web site through the
index developed by Kogut and Singh.12 This index has often
been used in the research field of international business and
is based on differences in countries’ scores on Hofstede’s2
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culture dimensions. These differences are corrected for dif-
ferences in the variance of each dimension and then arith-
metically averaged. Algebraically,

CDj ¼
X4

i¼1

fðIij � IiUSÞ2=Vig=4

where CDj is the cultural distance between country j and the
United States, Iij is country j’s score on the ith cultural di-
mension, IiUS is the score of the United States on this di-
mension, and Vi is the variance of the score of the dimension.
A higher cultural distance score implies that shared values
and norms of a country’s citizens differ more from those of
U.S. citizens. Countries with low cultural distance scores are,
for example, Australia and the United Kingdom, and coun-
tries with a high score are, for example, Malaysia and Por-
tugal. It is this cultural distance measure that we relate to the
number of foreign Web site visits of a sample of 2,654
American households.

Analysis and Results

Sample

To test the impact of cultural distance on the number of
Web site visits, we use data of 2,654 American households of
which each Web site visit in the period December 27, 1999, to
March 31, 2000, is tracked. The data are collected on the basis
of information provided by Plurimus Corporation. Web site
visits are identified on the basis of individual clickstream
data, meaning that both the Web address and the exact time
of each Web site visit are included in this database. Plurimus
identified 25 Web site categories, listed in Table 1. It clearly
shows the popularity of Web sites containing sexually explicit
material (SEM),18 which are ranked second after general
search portals like Yahoo! and Google. This aggregate rank-
ing of these categories is in line with what has been found in
other studies.19–21

Based on the country suffixes of the Web address (e.g., .dk,
.nl, .uk), we identified the country hosting the Web site vis-
ited. For extensions like .org or .com, the host country was
identified on the basis of the location of the headquarters of
the owner of the Web site. In total, we have Web site data for
46 countries, but this number is reduced to 38 because the
Hofstede data were unavailable for several countries. The 25
categories consist of both taste-related and non–taste-related
Web sites. In our analysis, we pay particular attention to the
taste-related Web site categories of games, gambling, music,
and SEM, because we expect these to be particularly value
laden.13

Variable definition

Our dependent variable is the aggregate number of visits
by U.S. households to Web sites hosted by a specific country.
We aggregate the individual household data to the country
level for several reasons. First, and most important, our cul-
tural distance data are at the country level. Second, analyzing
more than 2 million Web site visits nested in 25 categories in
38 countries is statistically too complex to yield clear results.
Third, an individual-level analysis requires independent
variables at the individual level to control for individual-level
characteristics such as a person’s age and gender, and these

data are unavailable for privacy reasons. Hence, we use ag-
gregate country-category-level data, resulting in a final sample
of 950 observations (25 Web site categories for 38 countries). As
explained earlier, our independent variable of interest is the
cultural distance between the United States and the country
hosting the Web site, measured through Kogut and Singh’s
index. We include the following control variables: (a) a coun-
try’s gross domestic product (GDP) to control for the size of the
host country, (b) its GDP per capita to control for its level of
economic development, (c) the number of Internet hosts in the
country to control for level of technology and availability of
Internet portals, (d) a dummy coded 1 if the official language of
the country is English, and (e) a country’s geographic distance
from the United States. A similar list of control variables was
used by Blum and Goldfarb13 in their aggregate analysis of
Web site visits. We apply a left-censored Tobit model using
category-based weights.

Results

Table 2 presents our regression results.
Model 1 includes only our controls and contains 1,150 (46

countries�25 categories) observations. We add cultural dis-
tance in model 2. We find that cultural distance has a non-
significant impact on the number of Web site visits. However,
tastes and preference structures are strongly related to one’s
home culture. Hence, we would expect a stronger negative
effect of cultural distance on the number of visits to Web sites

Table 1. Web Site Categories Ranked

by Popularity (see also Blum and Goldfarb, 2006)

Category Example
Total Web
site visits

1 Portal=search Yahoo 876,595
2 Sexually explicit

material
Porncity 444,042

3 E-mail Hotmail 193,526
4 News-sports CNN 186,884
5 Internet; Web

design & hosting
Desktoppublishing 183,850

6 Vertical portals Canada.com 153,926
7 Community Geocities 144,209
8 Financial information YahooFinance 130,152
9 Software Tuconews 128,874

10 Games Boxerjam 68,993
11 General information Britannica 65,591
12 Chat YahooChat 62,240
13 Nonprofit=education Utoronto 42,901
14 Technology

information
CNET 39,530

15 Financial transactions TDWaterhouse 36,542
16 Travel Expedia 27,940
17 Gambling Lotto 26,582
18 E-cards Bluemountain 22,715
19 TV=movies TVGuide 22,174
20 Music MP3 19,345
21 Travel information Citysearch 17,197
22 Brochureware Nike 16,662
23 Automotive

information
Cartrackers 14,116

24 Comparison shopping MySimon 8,064
25 Astrology Astronet 2,323
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that contain taste-related elements.22,23 Following Blum and
Goldfarb, we classified games, gambling, music, and SEM
Web sites as taste based. Using the full sample, we test the
effect of taste-based categories by including an interaction
effect of the taste category dummy and cultural distance. The
results are shown in model 3. We find a significant and
negative main effect for cultural distance (though at p< 0.10)
and a significantly positive effect of the taste-based dummy.
The latter finding reflects the relative popularity of taste-
related Web sites. Interestingly, we find a strong positive
effect of the interaction between cultural distance and the taste
dummy. Jointly, the coefficient of cultural distance (�0.464)
and that of the interaction term (0.953) indicate that the total
impact of cultural distance on the number of taste-related Web
site visits is actually positive (�0.464þ 0.953¼ 0.489).

The special position of SEM Web sites

Given the inclusion of the SEM category in the taste-related
category, the popularity of SEM Web sites (as shown in Table
1), and that of all the taste-based categories, one’s preferences
will probably be most clearly reflected in one’s online be-
havior regarding sites containing SEM, we decided to ex-
amine this special Web site category in more detail. The
intimate nature of browsing SEM Web sites is expected to
make the number of visits to this Web site category closely
related to one’s preferences.22,24 Therefore, it is important to
test if the opposing main and interaction effects of cultural
distance in model 3 are caused by this specific category.

To test if SEM sites are a special category, we include a
separate SEM dummy, and an interaction variable between
cultural distance and this SEM dummy. The results are
shown in model 4. The main effect of cultural distance is
negative and significant (at p< 0.10), and the interaction ef-
fect of cultural distance and the SEM dummy is highly sig-
nificant and positive ( p< 0.01). The overall effect of cultural

distance on visits to SEM Web sites is positive
(�0.513þ 1.419¼þ0.906).

As a final test of the specific relation between cultural
distance and taste-related Web sites categories, we simulta-
neously include the SEM interaction effect and the taste-
related interaction effect. In order to test the effects separately,
our dummy reflecting taste-related Web sites now logically
excludes the SEM category and refers to music, gambling,
and games. The results in model 5 in Table 2 indicate that the
interaction effect of taste-based Web sites (excluding SEM) is sig-
nificantly negative, whereas the interaction effect of cultural dis-
tance and the SEM dummy is significantly positive. Hence, the
positive interaction effect reported in model 3 is caused by the
inclusion of SEM Web sites in the taste-based category in this
model. Similar analyses for the other taste-based categories
(music, gambling, and games) yield insignificant interaction
effects, confirming the special position of SEM as a taste-
based category (results not shown but available upon re-
quest).

Additional tests

We test the robustness of our main findings by including
additional control variables and reducing the sample size by
excluding those countries in which more than 50% of the Web
site visits were visits of SEM Web sites. The results of these
additional analyses are shown in Table 3.

To check if the impact of cultural distance is driven by
immigrants in the United States browsing ‘‘home-country’’
Web sites (e.g., Dutch-Americans visiting Dutch Web sites),
we control for the number of immigrants in each country and
rerun our models 2, 3, 4, and 5. Our conclusions regarding the
cultural distance variable do not change. The main effect of
cultural distance remains negative, and the interaction effect
with taste-based categories remains significantly negative
except for the taste-based category of SEM Web sites for

Table 2. The Impact of Cultural Distance on the Number of Web Site

Visits for Different Web Site Categories

Model 1:
Controls only

Model 2:
Base model

Model 3:
Base modelþ

taste interaction

Model 4:
Base modelþ

SEM interaction

Model 5:
Base modelþ

separate taste and
SEM interactions

GDP (log) 0.902 (0.213)** 1.086 (0.238)** 1.098 (0.236)** 1.102 (0.235)** 1.09 (0.235)**
GDP per capita (log) 1.798 (0.406)** 1.801 (0.478)** 1.854 (0.475)** 1.882 (0.473)** 1.88 (0.473)**
Number of hosts (log) 0.338 (0.201)*** 0.449 (0.227)* 0.449 (0.225)* 0.448 (0.224)* 0.446 (0.224)*
English 2.242 (0.469)** 1.149 (0.821) 1.186 (0.812) 1.188 (0.807) 1.174 (0.807)
Geographic distance (log) �1.785 (0.331)** �1.519 (0.329)** �1.495 (0.325)** �1.486 (0.323)** �1.48 (0.323)**
Cultural distance (log) �0.276 (0.273) �0.464 (0.279) *** �0.513 (0.276)*** �0.46 (0.277)***

Taste-based interaction:
Taste dummy 28.889 (6.132)** 15.87 (6.47)*
Cultural distance, taste dummy 0.953 (0.336)** �1.413 (0.796)***

SEM-based interaction:
SEM dummy 28.598 (6.09)** 12.73 (2.65)**
Cultural distance, SEM dummy 1.419 (0.357)** 1.36 (0.36)**
N 1150 950 950 950 950
Log likelihood �965.62 �888.839 �884.82 �880.85 �879.23
Model Chi square 718.73 (0.000) 600.21 (0.000) 608.26 (0.000) 616.19 (0.000) 619.42 (0.000)

Note: Following Blum and Goldfarb, taste-based Web site categories are games, gambling, music, and SEM. Model 5 excludes SEM from
the taste category and includes a separate SEM dummy.

**p< 0.01, *p< 0.05, ***p< 0.10; censored normal regression (Tobit).
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which we continue to find a positive and significant relation
with cultural distance. A similar conclusion holds when in-
cluding a control variable measuring the number of Ameri-
cans who travel to a specific host country or including a
dummy that takes the value 1 if the host country uses the
Latin alphabet.

Our final robustness check examines whether the results for
cultural distance and SEM sites are driven by a number of
countries that may serve as SEM hubs on the Internet. People

may choose to visit culturally distant countries, but we cannot
rule out that our finding is driven by supply-related factors; if
only a specific number of countries offer sites containing SEM,
the cultural distance effect is not so much the result of a demand-
driven love for variety but caused by the limited availability of
SEM sites in countries that happen to be culturally distant. Ex-
cluding the countries in which SEM Web site visits make up
more than 50% of the total number of Web site visits, we obtain
results highly similar to our main results reported in Table 2.

Relation between website visits and cultural distance for different 
website categories

All other non-taste 
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FIG. 1. The relation between cultural distance and Web site visits for different Web site categories. Note: The slopes of the
curves are based on the regression coefficients of model 5 in Table 3.

Table 3. Robustness Analyses

Model 2
Base model

Model 3
Base modelþ

taste interaction

Model 4
Base modelþ

SEM interaction

Model 5
Base modelþ

separate taste and
SEM interactions

Immigrants as additional control variable:
Cultural distance �0.378 (0.285) �0.503 (0.290)*** �0.557 (0.287)*** �0.490 (0.289)***
Taste dummy 25.503 (5.942)** 11.99 (6.47)*
Cultural distance, taste dummy 0.673 (0.330)* �1.76 (0.79)*
SEM dummy 25.27 (5.90)** 13.27 (2.94)**
Cultural distance, SEM dummy 1.16 (0.35)**

Travels as additional control variable:
Cultural distance �0.261 (0.273) �0.448 (0.279) �0.498 (0.276)*** �0.445 (0.277)
Taste dummy 28.891 (6.133)** 15.89 (6.47)*
Cultural distance, taste dummy 0.939 (0.335)** �1.42 (0.79)***
SEM dummy 28.60 (6.091)** 12.73 (2.65)**
Cultural distance, SEM dummy 1.405 (0.356)** 1.35 (0.36)**

Latin alphabet as additional control variable:
Cultural distance �0.355 (0.279) �0.542 (0.284)*** �0.589 (0.281)* �0.536 (0.283)***
Taste dummy 28.82 (6.117)** 15.84 (6.47)**
Cultural distance, taste dummy 0.949 (0.334)** �1.399 (0.794)***
SEM dummy 28.54 (6.08)** 12.71 (2.65)**
Cultural distance, SEM dummy 1.412 (0.356)** 1.36 (0.37)**

Excluding SEM hubs (11 countries whose Web site visits are >50% SEM based) n¼ 675:
Cultural distance �0.211 (0.277) �0.273 (0.275) �0.337 (0.273) �0.261 (0.274)
Taste dummy 22.828 (5.906)** 10.83 (6.43)***
Cultural distance, taste dummy 0.321 (0.329) �2.058 (0.85)*
SEM dummy 22.766 (5.888)** 11.901 (2.98)**
Cultural distance, SEM dummy 0.774 (0.350)* 0.702 (0.301)*

Countries classified as SEM hubs are Austria, Brazil, Holland, Hungary, Korea, Luxemburg, Mexico, Norway, Panama, Thailand, and
Turkey. Taste-based Web site categories are games, gambling, music, and SEM. Model 5 excludes SEM as a taste category and contains a
separate SEM dummy.

**p< 0.01, *p< 0.05, ***p< 0.10; censored normal regression (Tobit).
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Conclusion

These results provide a complex picture of the role of cul-
tural distance in explaining the number of foreign Web site
visits. First of all, cultural distance has different effects de-
pending on the nature of the Web site. We find that cultural
distance has a negative and significant effect on the number of taste-
related foreign Web site visits. In the case of Web sites containing
SEM, we obtain a significantly positive effect of cultural distance.
For the other Web site categories, we obtain negative rela-
tionships with cultural distance, but this relationship is not
always robust to alternative model specifications. These
findings imply that the relation between cultural distance and
Web site visits is actually more complex than just a simple
negative association that may be expected a priori. Based on
the estimated coefficients of model 5 in Table 2, we summa-
rized our main findings graphically in Figure 1.

Our findings also indicate that different types of distance
(geographic and cultural) need not be related to the number
of foreign Web site visits in a similar fashion but may have
opposing effects. Depending on one’s preferences, cultural
distance can have both a negative and a positive effect on the
number of taste-related Web site visits. People may also like
certain products because of the larger cultural distance. More
specifically, the positive impact of cultural distance on SEM
sites may be interpreted along this line, meaning that for this
specific taste-based category, the love for variety outweighs
the more traditional negative cultural distance argument.
Data limitations do not allow us to delve further into the role
of cultural distance as a source of attraction for Web sites
containing SEM and as a source of repulsion for other taste-
related categories. Future individual-level research on this
topic might therefore be warranted.
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