
Vol:.(1234567890)

Place Branding and Public Diplomacy (2022) 18:52–64
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41254-020-00177-0

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Impact of country image on relationship maintenance: a case study 
of Korean Government Scholarship Program alumni

Eriks Varpahovskis1 · Kadir Jun Ayhan2 

Revised: 6 February 2020 / Published online: 13 August 2020 
© Springer Nature Limited 2020

Abstract
Governments sponsor student-mobility programs with the expectation that students will build a more favorable and informed 
opinion of the host country which, in turn, will determine more favorable behavior towards the host country. Nevertheless, 
assessments of this logic are rare. Based on a survey of the Korean Government Scholarship Program’s alumni (n = 579), we 
analyze the alumni’s country image of South Korea and how this image determines their relationship maintenance behavior 
with South Korean people. Our findings show that the KGSP alumni’s image of South Korea partly explains the variance 
in their personal and professional relationship maintenance with South Koreans. Our findings show that the alumni’s emo-
tions about South Korea influence their personal relationship maintenance behavior more than does each of the cognitive 
dimensions of the country image, while the functional dimension, which evaluates their beliefs about the country’s compe-
tencies and the competitiveness of its economic and political systems, has the highest influence on the alumni’s professional 
relationship maintenance.

Keywords  Public diplomacy · Korean Government Scholarship Program · Student-mobility programs · Relationship 
management · Country image · PLS-SEM

Introduction

There has been a relational turn in the public diplomacy 
scholarship in the post-9/11 era (Fitzpatrick 2007; Leonard 
et al. 2002; Yun 2006; Zaharna et al. 2013). Building and 
maintaining relationships are now seen as being vital to the 
long-term outcomes of public diplomacy (Leonard et al. 
2002). Sponsored student mobility programs are viewed as 
a significant public diplomacy tool, first, because it helps 
manufacturing students’ sympathy towards the host coun-
try; and second, it facilitates relationship-building processes 
between the people of host and home countries (Nye 2008; 
Snow 2008; Zaharna 2009; Wilson 2014).

Three significant questions emerge from these generic 
premises of student mobility programs as public diplo-
macy. First, how do sponsored foreign students evaluate 

the host country? Second, do students build and maintain 
relationships with host country people during their sojourn 
there? Third, whether and if there is a connection between 
scholarship recipients’ evaluation of the host country and 
their relationship maintenance behavior with host country 
individuals.

Building on Buhmann and Ingenhoff’s (2015) 4-Dimen-
sional Model (4D Model) of the Country Image, we explore 
how Korean Government Scholarship Program (KGSP) 
alumni cognitively and affectively evaluate South Korea 
(hereafter, Korea) and how these evaluations influence their 
relationship maintenance with Koreans.

Due to the interdisciplinary nature of the topic, we bring 
together different areas of research. We use a country image 
model, but as opposed to sampling random foreigners which 
is common in most studies, we use KGSP alumni population 
as the subject of this study. These alumni participated in 
a sponsored student mobility program. In other words, the 
host country invested in them with some expected outcomes 
in mind. Therefore, we uncover how they evaluate Korea’s 
country image, which is related to one of the program 
objectives. We go further to dig into whether their evalu-
ation of Korea influenced their relationship maintenance 
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with Koreans, which is another objective, indeed one of the 
ultimate goals of the program. One of the distinguishing fea-
tures of this study is that, while most attitude–behavior stud-
ies use conation, for example students’ intention to maintain 
their relations with host country individuals as the depend-
ent variable, we use self-reported behavior, i.e., alumni’s 
relationship maintenance with Koreans, as our dependent 
variable. We believe that the latter is a better indicator of 
the actual behavior.

The organization of this article is as follows. In “The 
Korean Government Scholarship Program” section, we 
introduce the KGSP as a background for this study. Fur-
ther, in “Analytical framework” section, we build analyti-
cal framework which guided this research and review the 
literature on relational public diplomacy, student mobil-
ity programs, attitude–behavior studies, and relationship 
maintenance behavior. In the “Research questions” section, 
we outline research questions for this study. In “Methodol-
ogy” section, we explain our research methodology. In the 
“Results” section, we present our findings. The “Discussion 
and conclusion” section discusses and interprets the find-
ings and implications for the theory and practice of public 
diplomacy.

The Korean Government Scholarship 
Program

The National Institute for International Education, which 
is under the Korean Ministry of Education, runs the Global 
Korea Scholarship (GKS) program. The KGSP began in 
1967 and is the flagship scholarship program within the 
GKS. Until 2008, the number of scholarships remained quite 
limited, but after the re-design of the project, the number 
rose to between 700 and 800 scholarships for graduate stu-
dents and about 150 for undergraduate students, annually. 
The number of participating countries also grew in 2008. 
The government began considering international students 
not only for the internationalization of Korean higher edu-
cation and as a source of income but also as a means of 
producing private ambassadors that could further promote 
Korea abroad and become a networking link (Byun and Kim 
2011; MOFA 2016). In other words, the Korean govern-
ment introduced public diplomacy-related objectives to this 
primarily educational program; these objectives being the 
promotion of cooperation and friendship between countries 
through educational exchanges; enhancing Korea’s national 
status by providing aid for the development of the education 
sector in developing countries; and the establishment of a 
Korea-friendly global network (NIIED 2018). In the next 
section, we introduce the analytical framework that guided 
our research.

Analytical framework

Relational public diplomacy

Public diplomacy refers to international actors’ engage-
ment in communication-based activities to understand, 
inform, and influence foreign publics and build relation-
ships with them in order to achieve their political goals 
as they relate to foreign policies (Ayhan 2019; Cull 2013; 
Gregory 2008; Pamment 2018; Sevin 2017). Recent lit-
erature on public diplomacy is in agreement that the one-
way dissemination of designed and mediated messages 
towards passive target audiences is not enough to achieve 
long-term public diplomacy goals (Leonard et al. 2002; 
Nye 2004; Zaharna 2010). Building and maintaining two-
way symmetrical relationships with strategic stakehold-
ers, in which both sides’ interests are taken into account, 
became a core imperative of public diplomacy initiatives 
(Fitzpatrick 2007; Zaharna 2011; Zaharna et al. 2013). The 
relational framework of public diplomacy concentrates on 
relationship-building processes and “the construction of 
social structures to advance political objectives” (Zaharna 
2009, p. 86). Public diplomacy is no longer merely about 
the authority sending a particular message to a particular 
audience but about mutuality, shared interests, communi-
cation, networking, and collaboration between stakehold-
ers across group boundaries (Snow 2010; Van Ham 2014; 
Zaharna 2009; Zaharna et al. 2013). The relational frame-
work of communication in public diplomacy implies that 
long-term goals can be achieved by building and managing 
well-functioning relationships between home and foreign 
publics. Once built, relationships are not automatic and 
self-perpetuating but require maintenance to be sustained 
in the long run (Brown 2013). After being built, relation-
ships must be maintained to increase the odds of there 
being collaborative initiatives in the future.

Student mobility programs as public diplomacy

Student mobility programs are not a new phenomenon. 
Student mobility programs have been practiced for more 
than a century by France (Lane 2013), Russia (Yiǧit Gül-
seven 2017), China, the USA (Bevis 2013), the Great Brit-
ain (Pietsch 2010), among others. The prevailing rationales 
behind the decision to run a student mobility program are 
that these programs contribute to deepening relationships 
between countries and that the students, who participate in 
these programs, develop a more sophisticated understand-
ing of and affection towards the host country and bridge 
between home and host countries (Scott-Smith 2008; 
Wilson 2014). Student mobility programs are utilized to 
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facilitate relationship-building between sponsored students 
and host country people. The role of the government is 
often limited to designing and facilitating interpersonal 
interactions between them, while the people directly 
involved build and maintain relationships (Ayhan 2020).

The measurement of actual impacts of the student mobil-
ity programs and causal mechanisms between host country 
perception and students’ behavior is a complex task (Banks 
2011; Pahlavi 2007; Pamment 2014). There are many factors 
at play that can influence students’ attitudes and behavior 
towards the host country. The government agencies prefer 
to focus on more tangible and easy-to-count outputs rather 
outcomes (Banks 2011). They tend to report anecdotal or 
descriptive positive outcomes of student mobility programs, 
emphasizing its impact on opinion about the host country 
abroad (Scott-Smith 2008; Wilson 2014). Furthermore, 
these reports often tend to focus on attitudes about the host 
country, without paying much attention to how these atti-
tudes may affect the participants’ behavior related to the 
country (Banks 2011). Additional complications arise due 
to the methodological limitations when assessing long-term 
impacts of the exchange mobility program.

To measure the effect of the student mobility programs, 
scholars might choose to survey participants before the start 
of the program and after completion or using retrospective 
questions when longitudinal study is not available (Boyd 
et al. 2001; Wilson 2014). Alternatively, scholars sometimes 
use 360 degree approach to measure the ripple effect of a 
student mobility program by surveying both direct and indi-
rect participants of the program (chaperones, host families, 
host faculty) (Olberding and Olberding 2010).

There is no unanimously accepted methodology on how 
to measure the outcome of the student mobility programs. 
Program evaluations by governmental agencies can be both 
short and long term but they concentrate on outputs instead 
of outcomes (Banks 2011). Longitudinal tracing of student 
mobility program alumni is possible but difficult, while 
concentration on the alumni who achieved certain decision-
making positions would not deliver representative results 
(Wilson 2014). Studies focusing on current exchange stu-
dents are capable to report change in attitude towards the 
host country and potential change in conation (e.g., Yun 
2014), but do not report on actual behavior of program 
alumni.

Attitude–behavior theories and country image

The development of the Theory of Reasoned Action cata-
lyzed understanding of behavior antecedents. This theory, or 
more generically belief–attitude–behavior theories, predicts 
that individuals’ attitudes towards behavior and subjective 
norms determine intention to behave in a certain way, and 
intention to do certain behavior determines actual behavior 

(Ajzen 1985, 1991; Fishbein and Ajzen 1975). There is 
strong theoretical basis supporting the concept that intention 
can be considered as proxy to direct behavior (Ajzen 2005; 
Ajzen and Fishbein 1980). This theory is widely applied in 
studying the attitudes and behavior towards host country, for 
example, traveling (Kim and Kwon 2018) and product pur-
chasing behavior (Wang et al. 2012). Recent studies employ 
this theory to country image, treating country as the object 
of the reasoned action (Buhmann and Ingenhoff 2015; Yun 
2014).

In this paper, we employ Buhmann and Ingenhoff’s 
(2015) 4D Model of the Country Image to measure how 
the KGSP alumni’s beliefs about and emotions towards 
Korea affect their relationship maintenance behavior. In 
general, attitude–behavior studies regarding student mobil-
ity programs focus on behavioral intention instead of actual 
behavior (Thomas et al. 2016; Rahman et al. 2017; Yun 
2014; Yousaf et al. 2020). In this paper, we ask alumni to 
self-report their actual behavior, which is a better indicator 
than their self-reporting of intention to do the behavior. The 
distinctive advantage of the 4D Model of the Country Image 
is that it includes judgements of people about various coun-
try attributes, as well as personal feelings about the country 
(Buhmann and Ingenhoff 2015).

Country image is a complex attitudinal construct which 
is composed of two components: cognitive (personal beliefs 
and judgments about a country’s attributes) and affective 
(emotions about the country) (Buhmann and Ingenhoff 
2015). The cognitive component influences behavior not 
only directly but also through the mediation of the affec-
tive component (see Fig. 1). In other words, the person’s 
beliefs about a country determine their emotions towards it. 
And both beliefs and emotions influence people’s behavior 
related to the country in question.

The cognitive component consists of three diverse dimen-
sions (aesthetic, functional, normative). It allows analyzing 
country image perception on the basis of a list of various 
judgments about the country (nature, culture, norms, eco-
nomic performance, diplomacy, and others) (Buhmann and 
Ingenhoff 2015). The model implies that a social object 
is judged on object’s beliefs about its functional qualities 
(abilities, competences, and success), its normative quali-
ties (integrity), its aesthetic qualities (culture and nature) as 
well as its emotional qualities (sympathy and fascination) 
(Buhmann and Ingenhoff 2015).

The functional dimension contains beliefs about the com-
petencies and competitiveness of a country in terms of the 
functioning of its economic and political systems (Buhmann 
and Ingenhoff 2015). The normative dimension is composed 
of personal beliefs about the country’s norms and values 
(Buhmann and Ingenhoff 2015). The aesthetic dimension 
encompasses the country’s aesthetic qualities, such as its 
beauty and attractiveness with respect to its culture and 
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scenic space (Buhmann and Ingenhoff 2015). The affective 
component of the 4D Model has a single emotional dimen-
sion, which consists of feelings of affection and fascination 
toward the country (Buhmann and Ingenhoff 2015). The ana-
lytical framework of this research assumes that these four 
dimensions of the country image determine the country-
related behavior.

Relationship maintenance behavior

There are several studies that explore attitude–behavior rela-
tionship of students towards a host country. Cai and Loo 
(2014) analyze how national image predicts choosing the 
destination for tertiary study. Eder et al. (2010) find that 
the country image expressed with culture, reputation, his-
tory, safety, and attraction is among pull factors that predicts 
international students’ decision to study at US universities. 
Nadeau and Olafsen (2015) show that the country image 
predicts Norwegian students’ intention to move to Canada. 
Shafaei and Razak (2016) explore the antecedents of cross-
cultural adaptation of foreign students in Malaysia, which 
in turn determines their behavioral outcomes including stu-
dents’ word-of-mouth about their institutions in Malaysia in 
their networks. Aziz et al. (2016) argue that universities are 
stakeholders in place branding of a host country influenc-
ing students’ attitudes towards the country and in turn, their 
intention to travel to the country. Unlike many other studies, 
Li et al. (2013) find host country image to be less important 
when alternative explanations are considered.

Even though relationship-building and maintenance are 
pronounced as primary goals of sponsored student mobil-
ity programs, there are only a handful studies that analyze 
country image as a determinant of relationship maintenance 
of students or alumni. Despite difficulties for international 
students to build relationships with local students due to 
self-isolation in “foreigners” groups, language barrier, com-
petition with classmates, and fear to establish contacts with 
locals (Astfalk and Müller-Hilke 2018), the relationships 

are built and the alumni of student mobility programs tend 
to maintain their networks and relationships with people 
from the host country (Sunal and Sunal 1991; Bachner and 
Zeutschel 2009). Bachner and Zeutschel (2009) found that 
even after a decade since graduation, more than 90% of Ger-
man students who were hosted by American families main-
tained their relationships with the host families, and 60% 
were in contact with other Americans. Even though they did 
not test the relationship between perceived country image 
and relationship maintenance behavior they have found 
that “evaluation of the exchange experience is more closely 
linked to liking or disliking the host country as a nation 
rather than to a regard or liking of individual members of the 
host country” (Bachner and Zeutschel 2009, p. 49).

There is some evidence on foreign alumni’s relationship 
maintenance with their professors and supervisors. Jiang 
and Shen (2019) explored research partnership of Chinese 
scholars who received their Ph.D. degrees abroad with their 
former supervisors. They found out that after returning to 
China, the Chinese scholars maintain research partnerships 
with mentors from the institution where they were trained 
for the PhD. The finding hints that exchange alumni main-
tain relationships with professors and nurture relationships 
through joint research. Nevertheless, this study’s scope 
included only doctoral alumni and did not inquire about the 
role of the country image in the relationship maintenance.

The relationship between country image and relationship 
maintenance behavior is relatively an under-researched area. 
In a rare study, Yun (2014) constructed a model to study 
the influence of students’ attitudes about a country on their 
intention to maintain their relations with the host country 
individuals and bridging professionally between the home 
and host country. He outlined two types of relationships 
maintenance behavior that is determined by country image: 
personal relationships with host country friends, professors, 
and acquaintances; and professional relationships which are 
about forging relationships between host and home countries 
through professional activity (Yun 2014).

Fig. 1   The 4D Model of 
country image and influence on 
behavior (based on Buhmann 
2016; Buhmann and Ingenhoff 
2015)
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Using Yun’s model, Yousaf et al. (2020) explored China’s 
country image’s impact on international students’ intention 
to maintain relationship with Chinese people and the country 
of China, and concluded that national image of China sig-
nificantly impacts Higher Education Institution (HEI) brand 
equity, while both national image and HEI brand equity have 
positive relationship with personal and country-oriented 
behavioral intentions (Yousaf et al. 2020).

In our study, we use Yun’s operationalization of these 
two kinds of relationship maintenance behavior with two 
differences. First, we test actual relationship maintenance 
behavior rather than intention to maintain relationships. This 
was possible because we surveyed the alumni, and not stu-
dents. Second, we explore professional relationships only 
for alumni who are employed. By looking at professional 
relationship maintenance behavior of employed alumni of 
KGSP, we respond to the call by Wilson (2014) who sug-
gested testing the taken-for-granted expectation that the 
alumni of student mobility programs will bridge between 
host and home countries, bringing dividends on the invest-
ment in them.

Research questions

We treat the KGSP as a relational public diplomacy program 
in which the Korean government designs and facilitates 
unsolicited relationship-building between the KGSP recipi-
ents and Koreans. We analyze how the KGSP recipients’ 
beliefs and emotions about Korea, i.e., their country image, 
influence their relationship maintenance behavior with 
Korean people. We look at personal and professional rela-
tionships separately, following Yun’s constructs. We explain 
our instrumentation further in the methodology section. We 
aim to address the following research questions:

RQ1	� How do KGSP alumni cognitively and affectively 
evaluate South Korea?

RQ2	� Does KGSP alumni’s cognitive and affective evalu-
ation of South Korea influence their personal rela-
tionship maintenance behavior with South Korean 
friends, professors, and acquaintances?

RQ3	� Does employed KGSP alumni’s cognitive and affec-
tive evaluation of South Korea influence their forg-
ing relationships between host and home countries 
through professional activity?

Methodology

Survey procedures

We surveyed KGSP alumni for their cognitive and affective 
evaluations of Korea and their relationship maintenance with 

Koreans. An online survey was conducted using Survey-
Monkey software. A pilot survey of 55 alumni was con-
ducted on March 1, 2018. Responses from this group helped 
us improve the validity of our survey instrument. Next, on 
June 7, 2018, a revised survey was sent out to all 3831 KGSP 
alumni and it was open for one week. Overall, we received 
741 responses of which 579 were complete and, therefore, 
useful for our analysis. All of the survey participants took 
part voluntarily.

Participants

Of the respondents, more than half (55%) were female; 110 
different countries were represented and no single national-
ity dominated the survey. The biggest portion of alumni of 
the same nationality belongs to Indonesia, with 4.8% of par-
ticipants; followed by Vietnam, with 4.3%; Mongolia, 3.9%; 
the Philippines, 3.6%; India and Malaysia, 3.1% each; while 
other nationalities did not exceed 3%. The respondents’ 
demographic statistics reflect all KGSP alumni (obtained 
through personal communications with NIIED staff). Table 1 
shows the demographic details of the survey participants.

Instrumentation

The questions on country image were adapted from Buh-
mann (2016). The model includes indicators that are either 
formative or reflective constructs. It is a necessary meas-
ure because the indicators have different functions. In the 
formative measurement models, it is implied that indica-
tors cause the construct (they form it). The indicators in 
the formative model do not need to correlate with each 

Table 1   Demographics of survey respondents

Gender
 Female 320 55.3%
 Male 259 44.7%
 Total 579 100%

Employment status
 Employed in a full-time job 343 59.2%
 Employed in a part-time job 49 8.5%
 Continuing student 80 13.8%
 Unemployed 70 12.1%
 Other 37 6.4%
 Total 579 100%

Employment across gender
 Employed females 177 51.6%
 Employed males 166 48.4%
 Total 343 100%
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other and are independent of each other (Bollen 1984). The 
formative measurement model implies that the dependent 
variable (P) is caused by a set of factors (X). In contrast 
to formative indicators, reflective indicators manifest con-
sequences of the model (Fornell and Bookstein 1982). In 
other words, X does not cause P, but rather reflects it (Dia-
mantopoulos and Winklhofer 2001; Fornell et al. 1991). 
Reflective indicators are interrelated with each other and 
are correlated and interchangeable (Ley 1972). The func-
tional (16 items), normative (10 items), and aesthetic (7 
items) dimensions were operationalized with the formative 
indicators because they are formative constructs, while 
the emotional dimensions (4 items) were operationalized 
with the reflective indicators because this is a reflective 
construct (Ingenhoff et al. 2018, pp. 265–266). We asked 
three summary questions related to the functional, norma-
tive, and aesthetic dimensions, respectively. The summary 
items allowed for an assessment of the external validity of 
the indicators that built the constructed formative variable 
(Diamantopoulos and Winklhofer 2001). The formative 
indicators significantly and positively correlate with the 
constructed variable. The correlation between the dimen-
sion items and the summary questions indicates the valid-
ity of the items for the formative dimensions (see Tables 5, 
6, 7, 8, 9, and 10 in Appendix 2).

As opposed to previous research which asked about 
conation (intention to do a behavior), we asked the KGSP 
alumni about their actual (current) relationship mainte-
nance behavior with Koreans. We define relationship 
maintenance behavior in this study as the maintenance 
of linkages and ties between the KGSP alumni and the 
Korean people they met during their stay in the coun-
try. We operationalized relationship maintenance based 
on Yun’s (2014) research on the impact of beliefs about 
and attitudes toward a country on the actual conation for 
relationship-building. According to Yun (2014), foreign 
students have individual-level (personal/micro-level) rela-
tions with friends, professors, and acquaintances from the 
host country, while they contribute to macro-level (profes-
sional) relations between the home and host societies. For 
personal relationship maintenance, we used three ques-
tions which we adapted from Yun, to measure participants’ 
relationship maintenance with Korean friends, professors, 
and acquaintances, respectively. For professional relation-
ships, we only included one item (“I work in public or 
private sectors forging relations between my home coun-
try and South Korea” (Yun 2014)) and we named this 
variable professional_relationship. We combined three 
personal relationship items into an aggregated variable 
called personal_relationship. Using a combination of vari-
ables should increase the explained variance of the model 
(Ajzen 2005). The question items for each construct are 
listed in Appendix 1.

Analysis

For the analysis measurement, we used SmartPLS software, 
which is a graphical instrument with a structural equation 
model that employs the partial least squares method (PLS-
SEM). We used 2000 bootstraps for all of the calculations, 
with the exception of the validating procedures that do not 
require bootstrapping.

Results

Measurement model evaluation

We first test the validity of the 4D Model of the Country 
Image. After establishing the validity of the model, we then 
examine the impact of the country image on the relationship 
maintenance behavior of KGSP alumni.

First, we validated the reflective (affective component) 
and formative indicators (cognitive component). Then we 
tested the validity of the structural model. To run the meas-
urement model evaluation, we relied on the procedures 
described by Buhmann (2016) and on the latest guidelines 
for SmartPLS use elaborated by Hair et al. (2019).

First, the reflective indicators (emotional dimension) were 
validated. To be recognized as significant, the outer loadings 
for a reflective indicator should exceed 0.7. All four items 
successfully passed this benchmark (see Tables 5, 6, 7, 8, 
9, and 10 in Appendix 2). The Cronbach α, which shows 
the internal consistency reliability, should be above 0.7, and 
for the emotional dimension, it was 0.86. The composite 
reliability fit needed a range of between 0.7 and 0.95 and 
reached 0.908. The average variance extracted (AVE) show-
ing convergent validity was higher than the minimum of 0.5 
and reached 0.713. Consequently, the reflective component 
of the model was successfully validated.

We conducted validation tests for the personal_relation-
ship latent variable. The outer loadings for all three items 
were higher than 0.7. The Cronbach α passed the threshold 
(0.737 > 0.7). The composite reliability was 0.851, which 
is higher than the threshold of 0.7. The AVE was higher 
than an accepted threshold of 0.5 and reached 0.657. Conse-
quently, the variable personal_relationship was successfully 
validated for further tests.

In the case of the formative-model measurement, there 
are several validating steps. First, we tested the correlation 
between the formative items and the respective summary 
questions. Each of the items showed a significant correlation 
with the summary questions (p < 0.01) and none of the items 
was dropped. Next, we measured the significance of the 
items’ outer weights. The p values show the statistical signif-
icance of the weights. The results of the t test show that there 
are some statistically insignificant items (p value should be 
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smaller than 0.05) with low outer weights. We also checked 
the variance inflation factor (VIF); this should report on pos-
sible collinearity issues. Ideally, the VIF should be less than 
3, but a VIF of between 3 and 3.5 is considered acceptable 
(Hair et al. 2019). The highest VIF value for the formative 
items does not exceed 3.2. To check the relevance of the 
indicators that had a non-significant weight, we checked the 
outer loadings. They should be over 0.5 to be considered 
statistically significant parts of the model. Among the items 
with insignificant weights, the lowest outer loading is 0.542; 
hence, none of the items can be excluded because they con-
tribute to the model. The results of the validity tests for the 
formative indicators allow us to confirm the validation of 
every item of the formative part of the model and also to 
confirm that none of them should be omitted because they 
all contribute to the model formation.

Structural model evaluation

The analysis of the implementation of the 4D Model is based 
on several factors. While the p values indicate the statistical 
significance (should be smaller than 0.05) of the impact of 
the country image dimension on the dependent variable, the 
T value is a secondary indicator for measuring this signifi-
cance (it should be at least 1.96 or higher). Path coefficients 
also indicate the strength of one variable on another vari-
able; however, if the p value of the path is over 0.05 and T 
value is smaller than 1.96, then the path coefficient can be 
negated. R2 indicates the proportion of the variance in the 
dependent variable that can be explained by the independent 
variables. In other words, R2 shows the explanatory power 
of the model. The traditional cutoffs for R2

, as proposed by 
Chin (1998), are 67%, 33%, and 19% which, respectively, 
indicate the substantial, moderate, and weak power of the 
model in terms of explaining the variances in the latent vari-
able. These cutoffs are debatable and there is no strict limita-
tion on what to consider as statistically significant.

Furthermore, f2 effect size measure “is another name for 
the R2 change effect” (Garson 2016, p. 84). f2 measures effect 
size of the dimensions and, according to the guidelines of 
Cohen (1988), the cutoffs are as follows: 0.02 for the small, 
0.15 for the medium, and 0.35 for the large effect size. The 
f2 “expresses how large a proportion of unexplained variance 
is accounted for by R2 change” (Garson 2016, p. 84). Finally, 
the value of Q2 demonstrates the predictive relevance of the 
PLS-path model. Instead of measuring the “out-of-sample 
prediction,” Q2 blends aspects of the “in-sample explana-
tory power” with the “out-of-sample prediction” (Hair et al. 
2019). Q2 values larger than 0 suggest that the model has 
predictive relevance for a particular endogenous construct, 
while the opposite results signify a lack of predictive rel-
evance (Hair et al. 2016).

The evaluation test for the structural model showed that 
each cognitive dimension contributes to the emotional 
dimension (see Table  2). The p values of all the paths 
showed significance (p < 0.001). The R2 of the emotional 
dimension reached 0.667, which means that the cognitive 
dimensions can explain 67% of the variance in the emotional 
dimension. From the viewpoint of the standard cutoffs, 
the 4D Model of the country image showed “substantial” 
explanatory power (Chin 1998, p. 323).

The additional indicator of f2 demonstrates that the effects 
of the normative and functional dimensions are small (0.09 
and 0.07, respectively), while the aesthetic dimension has a 
medium effect (0.23). The value of Q2 shows that the atti-
tudinal construct of the country image has good predictive 
relevance in the model (0.44).

The validity tests suggest that this 4D Model of the 
country image is valid and that further analyses can be con-
ducted. In the following section, we present the findings of 
our analyses.

How do KGSP alumni perceive South Korea’s country 
image?

The results of the analysis show that all cognitive dimen-
sions have a direct influence on the emotional dimension 
of the country image. The path coefficients show that the 
aesthetic dimension influences the emotional dimension the 
most, with a path coefficient of 0.392 (p < 0.001). The aes-
thetic dimension also has the strongest effect size, f2, on the 
emotional dimension (f2 = 0.233, medium effect size). The 
item aesthetic7 (“South Korea has lots of charismatic people 
(e.g., in politics, sports, the media, etc.)”) has the strongest 
influence on the aesthetic dimension, with an outer weight 
of 0.355 at p < 0.001.

The normative dimension is shown to have a statistical 
significance in influencing the emotional dimension and 
achieved a path coefficient score of 0.286. The normative 
dimension has a small effect on the emotional dimension 
(f2 = 0.093). The normative7 variable (“South Korea is a 
welcoming country”) has the greatest outer weight, 0.527 
at p < 0.001, among all of the other items for this dimension.

Table 2   Structural model validation: impact of cognitive component 
on the affective component

***p < 0.001

Cognitive dimensions → Emo-
tional dimension

t value Path coefficient

Functional → Emotional 4.450 0.239***
Normative → Emotional 6.344 0.286***
Aesthetic → Emotional 9.670 0.392***
R2 emotional 0.667
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The functional dimension has a statistically significant 
influence on the emotional dimension, with a path coeffi-
cient of 0.239. It also has a small effect on the emotional 
dimension (f2 = 0.066). The functional6 variable (“South 
Korea holds a strong position in the global economy”) has 
the biggest influence on the functional dimension, with an 
outer weight of 0.253 at p < 0.001. See Table 2 for a sum-
mary of the cognitive dimensions’ influence on the emo-
tional dimension.

Country image’s impact on the relationship 
maintenance behavior of the KGSP alumni

The 4D Model of the country image has explanatory power 
in relation to the KGSP alumni’s personal and professional 
relationship maintenance behavior with Koreans. In cases of 
the variable personal_relationship, the explanatory power 
of the model is 0.241 (see Table 3). This means that the 
model explains 24% of the variance in behavior in relation 
to personal relationship maintenance. As shown in Table 3, 
the emotional dimension has the strongest effect on the per-
sonal_relationship variable, with a path coefficient of 0.254 
(p < 0.01). The normative dimension has a path coefficient 
of 0.151 (p < 0.05). The functional and aesthetic dimen-
sions do not have statistically significant direct influences 
on personal relationship maintenance. However, all three 
cognitive dimensions have an indirect influence (p < 0.05) 
on the personal_relationship variable, which suggest that 
their influence on this behavior is mediated through the 
emotional dimension (aesthetic dimension → emotional 
dimension → personal_relationship: β = 0.1; functional 
dimension → emotional dimension → personal_relation-
ship: β = 0.061; normative dimension → emotional dimen-
sion → personal_relationship: β = 0.073).

As for the variable professional_relationship, the coun-
try image can explain a smaller proportion of the variance 
(10%). For the variable professional_relationship, the func-
tional dimension is the core influencer. It directly influ-
ences the variable professional_relationship, with a path 

coefficient of 0.225 (p < 0.05). The other dimensions do not 
demonstrate a significant influence (p < 0.05) either directly 
(Table 4) or indirectly.

Our results indicate that, depending on the type of rela-
tionship maintenance behavior, different dimensions of the 
country image have varying degrees of influence. For the 
variable personal_relationship, the main influencing dimen-
sions are emotional and normative. For professional_rela-
tionship, it is the functional dimension. The demonstrated 
differences in the influence of the 4D Model on personal and 
professional relationships signal that the 4D Model of the 
Country Image can explain how different dimensions influ-
ence different kinds of behavior.

Discussion and conclusion

Our findings show that country image can have some 
explanatory power for personal and professional relation-
ship maintenance behavior. The explanatory power of 
the model demonstrates that a significant portion of the 
variance in the relationship maintenance behavior cannot 
be explained by the perceived country image. Country 
image explains 24% of the variance in personal relation-
ship maintenance behavior and only 10% for professional 
relationship maintenance behavior. This finding supports 
Yun’s argument when he claimed that attitude itself should 
not be treated as “the hallmark of, or the evidence on, 
the achievement of behavioral goals” (Yun 2014, p. 802). 
This result can be due to relationships being much more 
complex than other country-related behaviors. Relation-
ship maintenance behavior includes a variety of contextual 
factors that are outside the control of the KGSP alumni. 
For example, if a friend, a professor, an acquaintance, 
or a business partner of a KGSP alumni is not active in 
maintaining the relationship, then it would not be possible 
for the alumni to maintain the relationship. Relationship 
building and maintenance require the active agency of at 
least two parties. In other words, compared to one-way 

Table 3   Country image impact on personal relationship maintenance 
behavior

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01

Country image → Personal relation-
ships maintenance behavior

t value Path coefficient

Functional → Behavior 1.047 0.081
Normative → Behavior 2.206 0.151*
Aesthetic → Behavior 0.907 0.059
Emotional → Behavior 3.279 0.254**
R2 emotional 0.667
R2 behavior 0.241

Table 4   Country image impact on professional relationship mainte-
nance behavior

*p < 0.05

Country image → Professional rela-
tionships maintenance behavior

t value Path coefficient

Functional → Behavior 2.204 0.225*
Normative → Behavior 1.073 0.112
Aesthetic → Behavior 0.350 0.033
Emotional → Behavior 0.340  − 0.036
R2 emotional 0.692
R2 behavior 0.099
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behaviors, such as buying goods or recommending things 
for others to do, relationship maintenance is a two-way 
behavior that introduces an extra layer of behavioral con-
trol required to maintain relationships. Therefore, future 
research that uses attitude–behavior models, including the 
4D Model of Country Image, to study relationship main-
tenance behavior should take into account behavioral con-
trols, particularly that of the (perceived) willingness of 
the second party to maintain the relationship, which is in 
line with Icek Ajzen’s (1991) Theory of Planned Behavior.

On a related note, a shortcoming of our study is in analyz-
ing the country (Korea) as the object towards which beliefs 
and emotions influence the behaviors related to it. Relation-
ship maintenance behavior is rather more about the people 
(Koreans) than the country, although Korea’s country image 
and the image of its people may be highly correlated. In 
other words, future studies on relationship-related behav-
iors must differentiate between the country image and the 
image of the host country people by treating the host country 
people, rather than the host country, as the object of the 
relationship-building.

Our findings show that KGSP alumni evaluate Korea’s 
country image primarily by relying on their beliefs and 
feelings about the country’s beauty, culture, and nature 
as expressed in the aesthetic dimension. Normative and 
functional dimensions are significant but contribute less to 
KGSP alumni’s evaluation of Korea’s county image. The 
domination of aesthetic over other dimensions corresponds 
to previous studies that use the 4D Model (Buhmann 2016; 
Ingenhoff et al. 2018). It means that even for individuals 
who have more information and emotions related to the 
host country based on their time and experiences there, the 
country’s beauty, culture, and nature still play a greater role 
when they evaluate the country image. We contribute to the 
public diplomacy literature and the practice of public diplo-
macy in four ways. First, we contribute to the study of atti-
tude–behavior theory. This exploration supports the validity 
of the 4D Model of country image to explain country-related 
behaviors. This model had previously been tested in a lim-
ited number of contexts. We extended the use of this model 
in a case study on Korea’s image. We add to the literature 
in our use of this model in a case study on Korea’s image.

Second, we tested the relationship-related behaviors that 
are in line with the new public diplomacy literature that 
emphasizes relationships management as its major purpose 
(Fitzpatrick 2007, pp. 205–208). Previously, scholars using 
the 4D Model of country image used conation or intention 
to predict behavior. We asked alumni about their current 
behavior, which gives us a clearer picture of reality than 
would conation.

Third, in this study, we applied the model to the schol-
arship program’s alumni that would have had direct exten-
sive experiences in the country, rather than to general 

foreign publics who may only have received information 
about the country through mediated communications.

Fourth, we contribute to the assessment of student-
mobility programs from a public diplomacy perspective. 
Student-mobility programs that originate from non-West-
ern countries have attracted less attention in the public 
diplomacy literature.

Finally, our research contributes to the understanding 
of practical side of using scholarship programs as tools 
of public diplomacy. For public diplomacy implementa-
tions it might be useful to know that, as we have found 
in the research, even after completing the program some 
alumni maintain personal and professional relationships 
with Koreans and the impression about Korea that they 
have obtained through the experience of the scholarship 
participation can partially explain this behavior. Hence, 
public diplomacy practitioners should not disregard public 
diplomacy that targets foreign public living in the country, 
i.e., sociological public diplomacy (Yun and Toth 2009).

Especially, public diplomacy officers should pay atten-
tion to the specific dimension that influence relationship 
maintenance behavior. For example, for professional rela-
tionship maintenance the employed alumni concentrate on 
functional dimension of the country. Since this dimension 
is the strongest explaining factor the government could 
improve KGSP students’ and alumni’ perception of func-
tional dimension of the country by adding to the program 
some activities that would allow the scholarship partici-
pants to make understanding of the functional aspects of 
the country deeper. It could be visits to manufacturing 
plants or short-term internships.

Further research can take into account the date of grad-
uation as another factor that may determine professional 
relationship maintenance. While common sense would 
suggest the longer it is since graduation, the less relation-
ships will be maintained, for public diplomacy purposes, 
older alumni’s professional relationship maintenance with 
the host country individuals would be more meaningful 
because of their potential seniority in their positions. 
Graduation date can also help assess the depth of personal 
relationships in terms of years.
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Appendices

Appendix 1: Questionnaire

Formative dimension items How much do you agree with this 
statement? [Strongly disagree—1, 
Strongly agree—7]

functional1 South Korea’s economy is highly 
innovative and fit for the future

functional2 South Korea produces very high-
quality goods and services

functional3 South Korea has highly competent 
entrepreneurs

functional4 South Korea is very wealthy
functional5 South Korea is technologically 

highly advanced
functional6 South Korea holds a strong posi-

tion in the global economy
functional7 The labor markets in South Korea 

are equipped with highly com-
petent people

functional8 South Korea has a globally influ-
ential culture

functional9 Athletes and sports teams from 
South Korea are internationally 
known for their success

functional10 Competent officials govern South 
Korean politics

functional11 South Korea has a very stable 
political system

functional12 South Korea has a well-function-
ing infrastructure

functional13 South Korea provides well-
functioning welfare systems and 
pension plans

functional14 South Korea is highly innovative 
in science and research

functional15 South Korea provides great educa-
tional opportunities

functional16 The level of education in South 
Korea is very high

normative1 South Korea is very active in 
protecting the environment

normative2 South Korea is known for its 
strong commitment to social 
issues (e.g., development aid, 
civil rights)

Formative dimension items How much do you agree with this 
statement? [Strongly disagree—1, 
Strongly agree—7]

normative3 South Korea has high ethical 
standards

normative4 South Korea is a socially responsi-
ble member of the international 
community

normative5 South Korea respects the values of 
other nations and peoples

normative6 South Korea takes responsibility 
for helping out in international 
crises

normative7 South Korea is a welcoming 
country

normative8 South Korea has excellent civil 
rights

normative9 South Korea has a very just wel-
fare system

normative10 South Korea acts very fairly in 
international politics

aesthetic1 South Korea is home to beautiful 
cultural assets (e.g., arts, archi-
tecture, music, film etc.)

aesthetic2 South Korea has delicious foods 
and a wonderful cuisine

aesthetic3 South Korea has a very fascinat-
ing history

aesthetic4 South Korea has rich traditions
aesthetic5 South Korea has beautiful scenery
aesthetic6 South Korea has a lot of preserved 

nature
aesthetic7 South Korea has lots of charis-

matic people (e.g., in politics, 
sports, media, etc.)

Appendix 2: Supplementary data

See Tables 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, and 10.    

Table 5   Validation of the reflective components of the country image

Item Outer loadings t values

emotional1 0.883 76.723
emotional2 0.879 53.892
emotional3 0.865 53.519
emotional4 0.745 29.059
Cronbach α 0.864
Composite reliability 0.908
AVE 0.713
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