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Ziene Mottiar and Theresa Ryan, 
School of Tourism and Hospitality 

Management,TU Dublin Ireland.

An examination of business and destination place identities along the Wild 
Atlantic Way (Ireland) road tourism route.



1. Place identity

Abstract title:An examination of the layers of business place identities resulting from the creation of a road tourism route: an exploration of the Wild Atlantic Way

Lewicka (2011, p.207) ‘despite mobility and globalization processes, place continues to be an 
object of strong attachment’

'The influence place has on identity is seen as a result of a holistic and reciprocal interaction 
between people and their physical environment; people affect places, and places influence 
how people see themselves. Aspects of identity linked to place can be described as 'place-
identity' (Lappegard, 2008, p.2)

Kavaratzis and Hatch (2013, p.74) say that the branding literature has a 'Static view of 
identity, which largely describes it as something to be tapped, defined, and manipulated'. 
Further Massey (1994) argues that there isn't a single place identity.

According to UNWTO (2015) tourism routes involve the integration of marketing and 
promotion and the development of a common and truly ´shared´ brand - 'co-operation at 
all levels is necessary as the full story of the significance of the route has to be well 
interpreted by all relevant parties on the routes even if the visitor travels to only one part 
of the route'



Place identity – the gaps

Abstract title:An examination of the layers of business place identities resulting from the creation of a road tourism route: an exploration of the Wild Atlantic Way

The focus in the literature is on tourists and to a lesser extent on community (Gu and Ryan, 2007), this 
research is concerned with tourism businesses and destinations. Place identity has been shown to be 
important for tourism businesses as it affects their self- efficacy (Haller, Assaker and Lee, 2013) and their 
strategies (Mottiar, 2016).

In the place branding literature authors such as Hanna and Rowley (2010) identify the importance 
of stakeholders, but the focus of their discussion is the place brand and how these stakeholders feed into 
this. This research is focused on the businesses and county councils rather than the place brand.



2. Context – the Wild Atlantic Way

An examination of the layers of business place identities resulting from the creation of a road tourism route: an exploration of the Wild Atlantic Way

A 2,500 KM coastal driving route along the Irish 

Western seaboard

‘The Wild Atlantic Way was devised as a new 
‘experience’ and ‘destination’ by Fáilte Ireland to 
present the West Coast of Ireland as a compelling 
international tourism product of scale and 
singularity. It is an over-arching brand which 
individual destinations and businesses can 
trade collectively with much greater potential 
visibility and clarity of message in the international 
marketplace’ (Fáilte Ireland, 2015, p.7)​



3. Research questions

Abstract title:An examination of the layers of business place identities resulting from the creation of a road tourism route: an exploration of the Wild Atlantic Way

➢ In what way is place identity evident on tourism businesses and destination websites?

➢ Has the WAW become part of their online place identity?

➢ Are there singular place identities displayed on these website?



4. Methodology – content analysis

An examination of the layers of business place identities resulting from the creation of a road tourism route: an exploration of the Wild Atlantic Way

o Explorative research

o Content Analysis: focusing on the presence of certain features
o how identity is projected through the use of imagery and narratives

o 'In the case of a place, a website can have a significant contribution in its branding communication 
process. The dominant role of the website is to communicate (inform users about) the place brand 
identity, which means to pass on relevant information, from the sender's point of view, about the 
place' (Florex et al., 2006, p. 280).

o 'a single webpage has the purpose of functioning as an attractive shop-window ’ (ibid: 281)

o The Homepage can be the most appropriate unit of analysis because many visitors to a Website decide 
whether they will continue to browse the site on the basis of their first impression of the homepage 
(Ha & James,1998)



Methodology – Process

An examination of the layers of business place identities resulting from the creation of a road tourism route: an exploration of the Wild Atlantic Way

o Counties & main tourism towns/villages along the WAW route

o Destination county level (6) Destination local level (6) and businesses (52)

o Sample: random, but used selection criteria to ensure variety of business types 
(accommodation, food and beverage, attractions, activities)

o Development of a coding scheme and collection of data and images

o Researcher verifying process



5. Potential Place identities

An examination of the layers of business place identities resulting from the creation of a road tourism route: an exploration of the Wild Atlantic Way



6.1 Is place identity evident in websites?

An examination of the layers of business place identities resulting from the creation of a road tourism route: an exploration of the Wild Atlantic Way

Almost all refer to place in some form on their websites

Place is represented in text and in images



6.2. Is WAW part of the destination identity on 
websites?

An examination of the layers of business place identities resulting from the creation of a road tourism route: an exploration of the Wild Atlantic Way

On the landing page WAW isn't part of the up-front 
identity at county or town level it is instead an offering 
– things to do, logo



6.3 Destinations are incorporating WAW
A) Claiming ownership of the WAW

An examination of the layers of business place identities resulting from the creation of a road tourism route: an exploration of the Wild Atlantic Way

WAW is a 2,500km route but some areas have claimed their own WAW e.g. Kerry WAW,
Donegal's Wild Atlantic Way

Also seeing this at the local level: Clifden: 'Connemara's WAW'



6.3b Destinations positioning themselves in terms of the 
WAW

An examination of the layers of business place identities resulting from the creation of a road tourism route: an exploration of the Wild Atlantic Way

Central to the WAW:
‘The Jewel of the Wild Atlantic Way, Co Mayo's
captivating coastline and hidden landscape’

Beginning of the WAW:
‘Cork is the perfect beginning of your adventure’,
‘Donegal your Wild Atlantic Way starts here’
‘Gateway to the Wild Atlantic Way’ (Galway)
Welcome to Kinsale ‘located at the start of the Wild Atlantic Way’
'Proud to be the first discovery point' (Bundoran)

Distinctive:
‘Explore Donegal’s hidden treasures along the Wild Atlantic Way’
Galway notes that it is the only city on the Wild Atlantic Way
Cork says it is the only county on both the WAW and the Ancient East routes



6.3c Destinations Leveraging the WAW

An examination of the layers of business place identities resulting from the creation of a road tourism route: an exploration of the Wild Atlantic Way



Destinations Leveraging the WAW

An examination of the layers of business place identities resulting from the creation of a road tourism route: an exploration of the Wild Atlantic Way



Place identity in destinations: complex relationships

An examination of the layers of business place identities resulting from the creation of a road tourism route: an exploration of the Wild Atlantic Way



6.4 What about tourism businesses? Is WAW part of the 
place identity on tourism business websites?

An examination of the layers of business place identities resulting from the creation of a road tourism route: an exploration of the Wild Atlantic Way

62% (31/52) of business do not mention WAW at all or have 
any links to activities to do on WAW

Typology

1.No place identity
2.Personal place identity
3.Business and locality identity
4.Multiple place identities



6.4.1 No place identity 

An examination of the layers of business place identities resulting from the creation of a road tourism route: an exploration of the Wild Atlantic Way

No mention of place at all



6.4.2 Personal place identity

An examination of the layers of business place identities resulting from the creation of a road tourism route: an exploration of the Wild Atlantic Way

Description of business, history and 
owners very connected to place.

'We are a crew of surfers who are stoked to live 
in Bundoran, the Surf Capital of Ireland, and our 
lives revolve around the ocean and the waves'
(Bundaoran Surf Co).



6.4.2 Personal place identity

An examination of the layers of business place identities resulting from the creation of a road tourism route: an exploration of the Wild Atlantic Way

'Sarah has been working as a front of house Manager in 4 stars 
hotels around the west of Ireland and will now bring her level of 
expertise, at home for the pleasure of our guests. Mulranny
House Bed & Breakfast was established in 1923 by Martin 
Hanley Senior. It has been in the same family ever since. The 
house has positioned itself as a landmark in Mulranny from the 
beginning'



6.4.3 Business and locality identity.

An examination of the layers of business place identities resulting from the creation of a road tourism route: an exploration of the Wild Atlantic Way

Dual identity of business and locality are important for these businesses



6.4.3 Business and locality identity.

An examination of the layers of business place identities resulting from the creation of a road tourism route: an exploration of the Wild Atlantic Way

'The Diamond Rocks Cafe is a family run business and is located 
on the cliff walk in Kilkee. The cliff walk (a three mile loop from 

outside the cafe’s door, around the cliffs and down Dunlickey
Road) has stunning and spectacular scenery. The views from Look 
Out Hill on a clear day are of the Aran Islands to the North, Kerry 
to the South and Loop Head to the West. Views of George’s Head, 

the Pollock Holes, Duggerna Rocks and the Diamond Rocks are 
some of the sights to take in. When Russell Crowe visited the cafe 
in 2007, he said that “it’s the best cliff walk in the world”! While 

the Cliffs of Moher are stunning, the cliffs at Kilkee are 
breathtaking, more accessible and free of charge. The views are 
amazing and second to none. The cafe is a great meeting place 

for either walkers, swimmers or just a lovely place for a catch-up. 
The food is sourced locally and children and families are a great 

part of our clientele'.



6.4 Multiple place identities

An examination of the layers of business place identities resulting from the creation of a road tourism route: an exploration of the Wild Atlantic Way

In these examples we 
see a layering of 
different place 
identities, the 
business, the local, the 
county and WAW

BUSINESS



6.4 Multiple place identities

An examination of the layers of business place identities resulting from the creation of a road tourism route: an exploration of the Wild Atlantic Way



An examination of the layers of business place identities resulting from the creation of a road tourism route: an exploration of the Wild Atlantic Way

Towards a model 
of business 

and destination 
place identities

on tourism 
routes



Analysis

An examination of the layers of business place identities resulting from the creation of a road tourism route: an exploration of the Wild Atlantic Way

Destination identity is more focussed on the county and incorporates WAW more clearly than the 
tourism businesses do.

Massey (1994) and Kavaratzis and Hatch (2013) note place identity is not static this research shows 
further that it is not singular and multiple identities can be evident.

It also shows that while WAW is clearly evident on the destination websites it is primarily in terms 
of an add on of things to do. Destinations then leverage, position themselves or take ownership of 
it so we argue that it is different to other components of their identity.

Different types of place identities have been highlighted among tourism businesses

Clear implications for the route tourism development of WAW
➢ Place identity is an important element
➢ This is not permeating through the destinations and businesses' identity which may have 

implications for the WAW brand and tourists
➢ Potential for lots of future research



Thank You!Thank You!

Ziene Mottiar and Theresa Ryan, School 
of Tourism and Hospitality 

Management, TU Dublin Ireland.
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