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Abstract 

This paper explores two fundamental aspects of branding in China. Firstly, how important is 

branding to Chinese consumers? Secondly, are there significant differences in the brand 

choices of Chinese conumers in different regional Chinese markets? Respondents in three 

Chinese cities (Hong Kong, Shanghai and Chongqing) were asked to evaluate combinations 

of a hypothetical product (domestic air conditioning) varying in brands, prices and country-

of-origin. Tests were conducted for significant differences in ratings of product attitude, 

perceived product quality and purchase intention. The results show that brands are uniformly 

more important than country of origin and price. In contrast, the study identifies differences in 

brand preferences across the three locations. 
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Introduction 

In the study of international marketing, the focus is typically on comparing consumer 

behaviour in the home and foreign countries; where the contrast is made at the level of the 

foreign country-as-a-whole. In such studies, buyers in foreign countries are implicitly treated 

as a single, homogeneous group. For many smaller and/or relatively homogeneous countries, 

this may be a safe assumption. For some large and/or culturally diverse countries, such as 

China, Russia and India, the implicit assumption of homogeneity in consumer behaviour may 

be erroneous. This study examines the validity of this assumption by exploring the product 

evaluation processes of consumers in three geographic regions of China. More particularly, it 

examines the question of whether or not differences exist between, product evaluation 

processes of consumers in different geographic regions of China. The study in particular 

explores the importance of branding among other cues in consumers’ evaluation processes. 

Literature Review and Hypotheses 

Over the past 30 years, a great deal of research has been done in studying the role and 

influence of information cues used by consumers in evaluating products (Ahmed and 

d’Astous, 1996; Erevelles, Roy and Vargo, 1999; Li, Fu and Murray, 1997; Olson and Jacoby, 

1972; Samiee, 1994; Schooler, 1965; Szybillo and Jacoby, 1974; Tellis and Gaeth, 1990; 

Zeithaml, 1988). Consumers typically judge the quality of a product or service on the basis of 

multiple informational cues (Bednall, Schiffman, Watson and Kanuk, 1997). Because of the 

multiplicity of intrinsic and extrinsic cues, the task of inferring or predicting consumers’ 

evaluation processes and outcomes is often difficult and unreliable. Despite these challenges, 

the current research seeks to develop a better understanding of consumers’ decision-making 

when the extrinsic cues of country-of-origin, brand and price are known. For this paper, the 

relative importance of brand in the product evaluation process is a focal concern.  

The Importance of Brand 

The potential importance of brand, and brand name, as a commonly used extrinsic cue is 

widely recognised. Consumers form impressions of a brand name which is a composite of 

elements including product knowledge, packaging, advertising, pricing (Ahmed et al., 1996) 

and product quality. An important function of brand name is to minimize the information 

searching costs (Zeithaml, 1988). While brand name is undoubtedly important (Okechuku, 

1994), its relative importance compared with “country of origin” (COO hereafter) is the 

subject of conflicting research findings. A number of studies (Andaleeb, 1995; Han and 

Qualls, 1985; Hulland, 1999; Nebenzahl and Jaffee, 1996; Tse and Gorn, 1992) suggest that 

COO can be more influential than brand. However, the effect of brand image was found to be 

stronger than that of country image in other studies ( Elliott and Acharya, 2003; Hamin and 

Elliott., 2006; Lee and Ganesh, 1999). 

Geography as a Co-variate 

The potential influence of geography on consumers’ purchase behaviour is a further issue 

which is frequently implicit in the study of international consumer behaviour. After all, if 

geography, or the location of the consumer, was not important then the distinction between 

international and domestic markets would largely disappear. At the same time, geographic 

location receives scant explicit discussion except, perhaps, in the discussion of market 

segmentation in which geographic segmentation is typically discussed perfunctorily among 
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other geo-demographic variables such as age, income and occupation. In this sense, the 

geographic location of the consumer is presumed to significantly influence purchase and/or 

consumption behaviour. Typically, the differences in behaviour between consumers and 

customers in different geographic regions are frequently significant, although rarely 

explained. In the field of international consumer behaviour, differences in consumption or 

buying behaviour are frequently observed to differ significantly between geographies or 

regions, usually measured at the country level. (e.g. Brashear, Kashyap, Musante and Donthu, 

2009; Cohen, d’Hauteville and Sirieix, 2009; Fetscherin, 2009; Kongsompong, Green and 

Patterson, 2009; Mitchell, Balabanis, Schlegelmilch and Cornwell, 2009; Ou, Massrour and 

Noormohamed, 2009; Van, 2009; Yoo, 2009). For large and/or culturally diverse countries, 

such as China, however, there may exist significant differences in consumer behaviour 

between regions, within the country. Differences between countries are fundamental to an 

understanding of international marketing. Differences between regions within foreign 

countries, especially large and/or diverse countries, such as China represents an important 

extension of this question and is explored in this study. 

Hypotheses 

The focus of this paper is to examine, two related, but distinct, questions. The first question 

examines the relative importance of the three product attributes of brand, price and country of 

origin and whether or not there are differences between three regional Chinese locations. This 

question is expressed in the following hypothesis: 

H1: There are differences among the Chinese regional groups in the relative 

importance of price, brand and country of origin.  

The second question examines if the differences, if any, in product evaluation results in 

differences in consumers’ preferred brands. H2 can be specifically proposed, as follows: 

H2: There are differences among Chinese regional groups in their specific brand 

preferences. 

Research Method 

Sample survey research was conducted in three Chinese regional locations, namely, Hong 

Kong (SAR), Shanghai and Chongqing. These three locations were chosen purposefully as 

they can be regarded as representative of different points along a notional 

“Traditional/Chinese” to “Modern/Western” continuum. These three locations can be seen to 

differ in their degrees of modernity, or “emergence”. In this sense, it can be readily 

appreciated that Hong Kong and, possibly, to a lesser extent, Shanghai represent modern, 

economically highly developed cities; whereas, Chongqing is a more traditional Chinese city.  

For this study, respondents were asked a range of questions concerning their attitudes to a 

range of hypothetical products, their cultural values and their demographic characteristics. 

The hypothetical product category chosen was domestic air conditioners, varying in brands of 

Samsung (Korea) or Midea (China); COO (China or South Korea) and price levels (high and 

low). Both brands of air-conditioners are available in all three Chinese locations. The choice 

of domestic air-conditioners was made carefully as the study sought to focus on a relatively 

high-involvement product, but also one which was within the purchasing power of a broad 

cross-section of Chinese consumers. For this study, eight factorial product combinations (2 

brands X 2 countries X 2 prices) were tested. In order to infer significant differences between 
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each of the eight factorial combinations of hypothetical products, a minimum quota of thirty 

respondents per cell, for each of the three regional locations, was specified. Thus, for each of 

the three locations, a minimum of 240 responses was required. In total, 795 responses were 

obtained from consumers by shopping mall intercept surveys, in each of Hong Kong, 

Shanghai and Chongqing, using a combination of quota/convenience sampling. Respondents 

were asked to rate the dependent variables of product quality, product attitude and purchase 

intentions using five-point Likert scales, for each of the eight combinations of independent 

variables of COO, brands and prices. 

 

Analysis and Results 

Findings for H1 

Recall that H1 proposed: “There are differences among the Chinese regional groups in the 

relative importance of price, brand and country of origin.” Table 3 Standardised regression 

weights, ranks and critical values was not able to be included due to space constraints but is 

available from the authors on request. It shows the regression beta weights of the relationship 

between the “product attitude” as the dependent variable and its three independent variables 

(“total COO attitude”, “total brand attitude” and “total price attitude”), generated from the 

multiple group analysis within Structural Equation Modelling. All the regression weights are 

positive and significant. The results show that COO, brand and price affect the air-conditioner 

selection processes to varying degrees. Cohen (1988) recommends guidelines for interpreting 

the effect size: less than 0.10 implies a small effect; around 0.30 implies a medium effect; and 

greater than or equal to 0.50 implies a large effect. Thus, among the three extrinsic cues, 

brand has a strong effect on product attitude. COO also has a large influence but its effect is 

less than that of brand, and price has a medium effect. Note also, that the rank order of 

importance is unchanged between the three locations indicating that brand is uniformly 

ranked as more important than COO and price respectively. 

The relatively large effect and highest ranking of brand compared with price and COO has 

been measured in other studies (Hamin and Elliott, 2006; Lee and Ganesh, 1999). That this 

effect is measurable in an emerging market such as China is significant. These results suggest 

that consumers regard brand as a more reliable indicator of product attitude than COO. 

Similarly, the importance of COO is nevertheless greater than that of price. Compared with 

brand and COO cues, the price cue has the weakest association with the extrinsic cue attitude. 

This finding is seemingly at odds with previous research, which generally indicates a strong 

association between price and quality, mainly for non-durable products (Geistfeld, 1982; 

Lichtenstein and Burton, 1989; Riesz, 1979; Sproles, 1977). However, it should be noted that 

this study compares the differential impact of price, brand and country of origin; whereas 

previous studies may only be indicating a significant relationship between price and attitude. 

Notwithstanding the differences in relative importance of brand, COO and price, it is 

noteworthy that, across the three Chinese regional locations, brand uniformly exhibits the 

strongest correlation with product attitude; followed by country of origin; with price 

consistently ranked least important. This consistent pattern enables us to conclude that there 

are no significant differences between regions in the relative importance, measured by 

rankings, of brand, country of origin and price. Therefore H1 : “There are differences among 

the Chinese regional groups in the relative importance of price, brand and country of 
origin” is rejected.  
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Findings for H2 

Results for H1 enable us to conclude that brand is more important than country of origin and 

price in all three locations. Beyond this general finding, it is possible to explore the specific 

brand preferences of the respondents in the three locations. In particular, what are the actual 

differences among the three cities in consumers’ preferences for hypothetical products 

differing only in their brand names? To examine the differential effects of brand name, 

respondents in each location were divided into two groups. The first group was assigned a 

hypothetical Samsung brand air-conditioner, and the second group was assigned a 

hypothetical Midea brand air-conditioner. Independent samples t tests were undertaken to test 

for differences in brand attitudes, perceived product quality, product attitude and purchase 

intentions for air-conditioners branded Midea and Samsung. 

Analysis of the mean ratings and differences in brand names by regions, shows that the 

differences in ratings of the competing brands are generally not statistically significant, 

although there is a consistent preference pattern. In all cases , respondents in Hong Kong and 

Shanghai rated Samsung more highly than Midea; whereas the position was reversed in 

Chongqing. Thus, consistent differences in perceptions of brand attitude, product quality, 

product attitudes and purchase intentions in relation to brands exist among the three cities 

(although generally not highly statistically significant). These results generally point to the 

power of international brands in more international cities in China where Samsung was 

consistently preferred over Midea. Conversely, the results for Chongqing point to a preference 

for Midea, the local brand. The explanation for this latter finding lies beyond the scope of the 

current data although it may be attributable to a combination of consumer ethnocentrism 

(Hamin and Elliott, 2006), together with socio-economic factors, such as disposable income 

(Wang, 1978). In addition, it may be partly due to the strategies of international companies 

and the focus in their distribution and promotional activities on the major international cities 

of China like Hong Kong and Shanghai. Regardless of the explanation, the results do point to 

differences in brand preferences between the three locations. In general, therefore, it can be 

concluded that Hypothesis H2 “H2: “There are differences among Chinese regional groups 

in their specific brand preferences” is generally supported (although the differences are not 

highly significant). 

Thus, in relation to the research questions, it can be concluded that consumers in the three 

different regions of China all rank brand ahead of country of origin and price in importance. 

In addition, consumers in more international cities prefer international brands while 

consumers in less international, more “traditional” Chinese cities prefer local Chinese brands. 

Discussion 

Conclusions and Implications 

The results of H1 demonstrate that, despite regional differences, Chinese consumers uniformly 

rated brand more important than country of origin and price in their product evaluation 

behaviour. This finding provides endorsement of the power of brands in influencing 

consumers’ choice behaviour. While this conclusion may be unsurprising, in the context of 

the existing evidence, the fact that brands seem to exert similar dominant influence in the 

newly-developing economy of China, may be seen as a more significant conclusion. This 

finding has both theoretical and practical implications. 
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For marketing theorists, it provides further endorsement of the importance of brand and of the 

concept of “brand equity”; how it is established and how it might be measured in an 

international marketing context. For marketers in foreign markets, two perspectives can be 

identified. For the foreign marketer, the results of this study provide strong endorsement of 

the popularity and value of strong international brands. In contrast, for domestic companies, 

there is an obvious need to strengthen the image of their brands if they are to succeed against 

foreign brands. While they may enjoy a price advantage, the results suggest that consumers 

rank price behind the brand and country of origin. Thus consumers may well prefer to 

purchase the foreign brand, but only price prevents this. This is not a convincing market 

position for the long-term and thus brand building is an important priority for Chinese 

companies. Note also that these foreign brands may be attached to products made in China 

and, thus, the potential defence of Chinese COO may be largely undermined.  

The findings for H2 may appear contradictory to those for H1, in that the universal importance 

of brands observed in H1 would be expected to result in common brand preferences. In 

contrast, results of this study suggest that while the relative importance of brand, country of 

origin and price is stable across Chinese regions, this will not result in common product 

preferences and brand choices. Thus, for international marketers it is important to recognise 

that, not only will there be differences in consumers’ behaviour between domestic and foreign 

markets, but also that foreign markets, themselves, should not be presumed to be 

homogeneous. How such differences in product preferences between regions can be explained 

is a potentially fruitful future research topic. 

Limitations 

While potentially significant, it should also be acknowledged that the results of this study may 

be artefactual and a product of the particular research design. Limitations of this study can be 

readily identified. In particular, the choice of a particular consumer durable product, ie 

domestic air-conditioner, may have influenced the findings and conclusions. In a similar vein, 

the locations in China chosen for study (Hong Kong, Shanghai and Chongqing), though 

relatively diverse in geographical and historical terms, are all economically developed. They 

are also majority ethnic “Han” Chinese cities, and are thus likely to be relatively culturally 

homogeneous. Notwithstanding these limitations, the authors hope that this study represents a 

worthwhile contribution to understanding the importance of branding in China. 
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