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Abstract 

Title: Consumerism feeds the dragon  

Authors: Cecilia Jedenberg and Vincent Tollesson 

Supervisor: Clarinda Rodrigues 

Examiner: Soniya Billore 

Course: Bachelor thesis with specialization in International business, Linnaeus 

University, Kalmar, VT2016, 2FE51E. 

Thesis name: Consumerism feeds the dragon - A multi-case study of how Swedish firms 

can increase consumption of products in China. 

Research question: How should Swedish firms develop their global brand strategy in 

order to increase consumption of products in China? 

Purpose: The purpose of this thesis is to investigate how Swedish firms can increase 

consumption of products by developing their global brand strategy to meet the changing 

consumer behavior and increasing competition deriving from the emerging phenomenon 

consumerism in China.  

Methodology: The thesis have used a deductive approach as well as qualitative research 

method. The data have been gathered through semi-structured interviews conducted over 

telephone and Skype. 

Results and conclusions: We have identified two main key areas for Swedish firms to 

focus their global brand strategy on which are brand positioning and brand equity. 

Swedish firms need to analyze both the Chinese consumer behavior and the competition 

simultaneously in each region and industry in China to decide on their brand positioning 

and have the greatest impact on brand equity. Moreover, Swedish firms need to find the 

balance between being a local or a global brand.  

Theoretical and practical contributions: Our thesis will contribute to the theory by 

filling some existing knowledge-gaps. A theoretical contribution has been made of how 

Swedish firms should meet the consequences deriving from consumerism by developing 

their global brand strategy. In practical terms, this thesis moreover has contributed to an 

understanding for what key areas Swedish firms should focus on and develop in China 

within their global brand strategy in order to increase consumption of products.  

Keywords: Consumerism, global brand strategy, consumer behavior, competition,  

consumer driven economy, China. 
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1 Introduction 

The following chapter presents an introduction to the substance of the 

study. Initially there is a background in which arguments are presented 

surrounding the context that has been decided to study. Subsequently, a 

discussion follows concerning the problems as well as the relevance of the 

chosen topic that will be studied in this thesis. The chapter is rounded off 

by defining the study's problem, research questions, purpose and 

delimitations. 

 

1.1 Background  

Globalization is according to Hamilton and Webster (2012) the propensity of 

businesses to move beyond domestic markets. The formation of linkages between 

nations is the globalization process where barriers between regions are removed and 

national economies become increasingly interconnected. Hollensen (2014) describes 

globalization as a trend where firms expand to new geographical areas all over the 

world, to acquire more profitable markets. Because of the increased opportunities that 

emerged through the globalization, new internationalization strategies have been 

developed by firms to urge the process to do international business (Jaw, Chang & 

Chen, n.d). The degree of the firm's involvement level and mode characteristic 

generates in the creation of economic activities cross-border, which in turn influence 

the host market economy (Lipsey, 2004). The many changes that can arise in the 

international business environment is discussed by Brooks, Weatherston and 

Wilkinson (2011) who mean that dynamism and complexity are prime characteristics.  

 

One of the changes deriving from a combination of political and economic forces is 

when a country decides to transition into a consumer driven economy from an export 

oriented economy, which also affects firms substantially. It is argued by Palley (2011) 

and Garg (2012) that developed countries are required to perform this shift in order to 

not harm their economy. A consumer driven economy can be defined as an economy 

where the country through financial instruments encourage consumers to spend more 

money (Canton, 2015). China is one country that currently is performing the transition 

towards a consumer driven economy. Stalk and Michael (2011) argue that 

consequences created by the transition are increasing number of domestic firms and 
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an increasing wealthy middle class that both are important forces that will influence 

the Chinese market. To transition into a consumer driven economy the Chinese 

government needs to increase the consumer's consumption of products and services, 

which according to Noah (2015) and Yerex (2011) can be made by reducing saving 

rates, increasing household incomes and offering larger tax returns. These changes are 

necessary for the government to perform as the Chinese consumers are well known for 

their high saving rates. Through the transition it is therefore argued by Atsmon, Magni, 

Li and Liao (2012) that new consumer spending patterns are emerging. 

 

As China started to transform the population into ‘shoppers’, the phenomenon 

consumerism emerged, which can be defined as a phenomenon where consumers 

purchase goods beyond what they really need (Barber, 2008). Consumerism is often 

seen as something negative and associated with greed and stupidity, primarily because 

of its association to the great regression that struck The United States in 2007 (Douglas 

& Isherwood, 1979; Yerex, 2011). Nevertheless, opponents to this view such as Stalk 

and Michael (2011) instead mean consumerism should be seen as something positive, 

especially for firms who operate in the market because of the rapidly accelerating 

demand from consumers. However, it is argued by Magni and Poh (2013) that firms 

need to adapt to the increasing wealthy Chinese consumers or they will be left behind 

and their business rapidly fall into decay.  

 

China has become an essential market for Swedish firms and a large trading partner as 

500 firms operates in China today and there is moreover an overall high activity of 

Swedish firms in the country (Business Sweden, n.d.; Kao, 2013). From a survey of 

200 Swedish firms who all conduct business in China it could be concluded that 36 

percent were directed towards consumers while 20 percentages respectively 17 

percentages manufactured industrial and infrastructure products to other businesses. 

Furthermore, two thirds of the firms stated that the majority of their customers are 

based in China and most of them agreed upon that the incentive was the large market 

size and potential (Swedenabroad, 2013). Due to this presence of Swedish firms in 

China and their focus on consumers, China’s economic transition towards a consumer 

driven economy will have a noticeable impact on these Swedish firms operating in the 

Chinese market. Particularly as almost half of the Swedish firms surveyed stated that 

China will be increasingly important for them in the future (ibid). 
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The situation described above, emphasizes the significance for firms to be competitive 

in the market in order to acquire growth and increased profitability. In the scope of 

global marketing, branding strategy is a key element and an efficient tool for firms to 

obtain long-term competitive advantages (Lin & Kao, 2004; Keller, 2013). Moreover, 

this is supported by Kapferer (2005) and Keller (2009) who describe branding as a key 

marketing priority for firms. The substantial part of branding is when consumers 

perceive differences between brands and at this point the brand value can be translated 

to financial profits for firms (Keller, 2013). In addition, Roll (2008) mentions the only 

source of long-term competitive advantage in China is to build strong brands. For these 

reasons branding is nowadays considered to be more necessary than ever as China can 

be seen as the world's fiercest battleground for brands (Economist, 2014).  

 

1.2 Problem discussion  

1.2.1 The practical problem  

It can be understood that the phenomenon consumerism creates both major challenges 

as well as opportunities for firms (Magni & Poh, 2013). China is forecasted to be the 

next consumption superpower and is rushing towards a society characterized by 

consumerism where consumers are becoming more demanding but also where the 

competition is rapidly increasing (Economist, 2014).  

 

China is frequently mentioned in media because of their major influence on the world's 

economy. Moreover, China contains the second largest economy since 2010, however 

forecasted to soon be number one (World Bank, 2016; Bremmer, 2014). China is a 

member of the ‘BRICS’, an association consisting of Brazil, Russia, India, China and 

South Africa, which signifies the fastest growing economies in the world (BRICS, 

2016; Cavusgil, Ghauri & Akcal, 2013). However, China is too vital for the world's 

economy and cannot be compared with the rest of the countries within the association 

(Bremmer, 2014). This was clearly verified in August 2015, when China’s equity 

markets fell which had a negative influence on the rest of the world (Noah, 2015). It 

is therefore also stated by Bremmer (2014) that in order to prevent another crash the 

country needs to be changed and developed. Canton (2015) as well as Yingqun (2015) 

explain how foreign firms now facing a new China as the potential costs and benefits 
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of shifting the economy are high and will affect firms. Thus the transition will 

transform the Chinese domestic market and lead to consequences for Swedish firms 

conducting business in the country (McKinsey&Company, 2013). A noticeable 

problem can therefore be addressed in how Swedish firms should meet these changes 

in the best way.  

 

As China currently executes this historic shift to a consumer driven economy, firms 

operating in the country need to adapt their ways of doing businesses (Yingqun, 2015). 

As the market is changing, the move from investments to consumption will benefit and 

drive some industries forward, while obstruct others (Pettis, 2013). It can be 

understood that the overall competition is increasing and in particular from the Chinese 

firms who have become stronger and more competitive in the way they produce new 

products (Cao, 2011). Furthermore, as the transition leads to an increasing 

consumption of products, a higher degree of foreign firms will enter the market to 

make profits. It can also be identified that the current situation in China is featured by 

that the Chinese consumers continue to increase in prosperity, complexity and 

economic resources (McKinsey&Company, 2013). Subsequently, as the competition 

increases and the Chinese consumer’s changes, firms face major challenges regarding 

how to meet these matters (Yingqun, 2015). 

 

Due to all the above described features that will distinguish the new China, Yingqun 

(2015) clarifies that the only players that will come out of this transformation as 

winners are those who are willing to adapt, evolve and develop their brands. Previous 

research has shown that Chinese firms are using aggressive strategies as they tend to 

expand (Roll, 2008). Firms in the Chinese market need to use new sources to build 

competitive advantages. Developing a distinctive brand strategy has shown to be a sure 

investment for firms in the Chinese market to tide out the new threats. However, Alon, 

Litterell and Chan (2009) clarify that branding in China is a challenge for Western 

firms and Rein (2007) states that Chinese consumers often switch brands due to the 

fierce competition and the many brands they can choose between. The keys to a 

successful brand in China lies within how to relate to Chinese consumers and 

understand consumer behavior as well as to engender trust and brand loyalty with 

Chinese consumers. If firms do not understand changing needs of the Chinese 

consumers it is claimed by Rein (2007) that the firms will lose consumers to more 
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competitive firms in the Chinese marketplace. As China transition the economy, 

Swedish firms meet challenges regarding how to adapt to this transformation in the 

challenging landscape where brands already have difficulties to compete.  

 

The current transition in China makes it an ideal research context for how Swedish 

firms should adapt to the emerging phenomenon consumerism, in order to come out 

as winners. Hence, Swedish firms should have much interest in how the Chinese shift 

towards a consumer driven economy will affect them and their way they are working 

with branding. The outcome of this thesis can therefore be of great practical interest 

for Swedish firms, in order to manage with the changing consumer behavior and 

increasing competition in China by understanding how to develop their global brand 

strategy. 

 

1.2.2 The scientific research gap  

Consumerism is not a new phenomenon and a large amount of previous research have 

been made from different angles of the subject, however research have primarily 

focused on how it emerged and its effects on the society. As consumerism has existed 

for a long time, a large amount of research within ethical, environmental and political 

aspects of the phenomenon is accessible (Zaharia & Zaharia, 2015; Yeow, Dean & 

Tucker, 2014; Holzer, 2006). Moreover, consumerism has also been studied 

intensively within the scope of international business (Kaufman & Channon, 1973; 

Orel & Zeren, 2011). However, nearly no amount of research can be found of its effects 

on Swedish firms operating in China. It is moreover explained by Durning (1991) that 

consumerism primarily does emerge in developed countries; hence more studies have 

been made upon the early developed countries such as the U.S. and less studies 

concerning emerging markets such as China. Yet, the phenomenon is today more 

relevant than ever in China for the reason that it is currently emerging and influencing 

the business environment for Swedish firms (Leavy, 2015; Chan & Cui, 2004). 

 

Previous studies of consumerism and its consequences on foreign firms in China have 

put a lot of focus on the increasing consumer demand for well-known global brands 

(Leavy, 2015). Therefore, a large part of the previous research has focused on trying 

to explain the Chinese consumer’s attitudes towards marketing activities (Wee & 

Chan, 1989). Although the connection between consumerism and foreign firms 
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marketing activities has been studied in China, the research is fairly limited. The 

limitation is a result of that consumerism is currently emerging in China combined 

with that studies from other countries cannot be applied because consumer’s attitudes 

differ between countries (Chan & Cui, 2004).          

 

Moreover, branding in China has been researched for centuries as well as the different 

meanings of branding (Eckhardt & Bengtsson, 2010; Roll, 2008). Previous research 

have been made by Yingqun (2015) showing that the Chinese transition requires firms 

to invest resources in branding in order to increase consumption of products. The 

challenges and opportunities with developing and using a global brand strategy in 

China is recognized by Roll (2008) where he discusses the local mindset of branding. 

In addition, previous research made by Alon, Litterell and Chan (2009) clarifies how 

foreign firms in China can use branding. Moreover, Wang, Wei and Yu (2008) have 

researched within the field of brand equity in the Chinese market where they claim 

that brand equity is a cultural market-based asset that needs to be understood. Although 

previous research have been made within the scope of global brand management in 

China from a perspective of foreign firms, no previous research can be found in how 

foreign firms operating in China should adapt their global brand strategy. Due to the 

limitation of previous research within the scope of consumerism, no research has 

neither been made of how foreign firms should adjust their branding when China now 

carry through this transition towards a consumer driven economy.  

 

A gap has therefore been found in the scientific research concerning how Swedish 

firms should adapt to the phenomenon consumerism. The thesis will conduct in a 

theoretical contribution since it will present a conceptual framework of how 

consumerism affects Swedish firms and how they can meet these consequences by 

developing their global brand strategy. These findings will in turn be used to fill 

another gap of how Swedish firms can manage to increase consumption of products in 

the Chinese market. 

 

1.3 Problem definition  

It is clear that the world nowadays is witnessing the modernization of the Chinese 

society. This transition towards a consumer driven economy will be challenging for 

firms operating in China, however for those able to understand the mean of the 
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transition, the success will be remarkable (Yingqun, 2015). Due to the recent 

implementation of the transition a lack of knowledge within the field of how Swedish 

firms should adapt to this situation could be identified. It can also be stated that 

Swedish firms do need to understand the consequences deriving from the phenomenon 

consumerism in order to develop their global brand strategy. Therefore, a deeper 

theoretical understanding is needed of the phenomenon consumerism and how it 

influence the Chinese market. The topic of research is also of great practical interest 

for firms intending to, or currently conducting, business in China. Two sub questions 

will be posed in order to investigate how consumerism affect Swedish firms. This in 

turn enables the thesis to answer the main research question of how Swedish firms can 

develop their global brand strategy to increase consumption of products in China.  

 

Main research question  

After having defined the actual problem, which aims to be researched in this thesis, 

the main research question is therefore the following: 

 

How should Swedish firms develop their global brand strategy in order to increase 

consumption of products in China? 

 

Sub-question A 

The first Sub-question is the first step of the process to answer the Main research 

question and is posed to understand in what aspects the consumer behavior is changing 

in China.    

How does consumerism change the Chinese consumer behavior? 

 

Sub-question B  

The second Sub-question is the final step that will enable the thesis to answer the Main 

research question. It is posed for the purpose to acquire an understanding of how the 

increasing competition in China can be met.  

 

How should Swedish firms meet the increasing competition in China? 
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1.4 Purpose  

The purpose of this thesis is to investigate how Swedish firms can increase 

consumption of products by developing their global brand strategy to meet the 

changing consumer behavior and increasing competition deriving from the emerging 

phenomenon consumerism in China. This will be done by examining the consequences 

of consumerism and how these in turn influence Swedish firms that are conducting 

business in China. Through this understanding, knowledge will be generated in how 

Swedish firms should develop their global brand strategy in order to increase 

consumption of products. Moreover, the thesis aims to be used as a platform and 

recommendation for Swedish firms intending to or currently conducting business in 

China.  

 

1.5 Delimitation 

This study is solely focused on examining Swedish firms that are conducting business 

in China; therefore the empirical information is collected exclusively from Swedish 

firms who have experience in the Chinese market. Furthermore, consumerism is only 

explored from the perspective of Swedish firms as the thesis aims to investigate the 

phenomenon consumerism's influence on Swedish firms doing international business 

in China. Thus, all interviews is conducted with Swedish respondents that are working 

for Swedish firms. 
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1.6 Outline  
Figure 1.1: Outline. Seld-Designed.  

  

Chapter 1

• Introduction
The first chapter of this thesis will include an introduction to the 
subject area and the reason for studying the topic. This follows 
by a problem doscussion, research questions and the purpose of 
the study. The first chapter will then be concluded with the 
delimitations and outline. 

Chapter 2

• Literature review 
This chapter of the thesis will include previous research on the 
chosen topic. A conceptual framework of the topic will also be 
presented in order to clarify how the corner-stones are linked 
together. 

Chapter 3

• Methodology
This third chapter of the thesis will provide the reader with the 
chosen methods and motives of the research conducted. 

Chapter 4

• Empirical findings
This chapter presents the results of the semi-structured 
interviews in the order of the components consumerism, 
consumer behavior, competition and global brand strategy. 

Chapter 5

• Analysis
This chapter of the thesis will discuss and connect the litterature 
review, empirical findings as well as the conceptual framework in 
order to build a foundation in which the research questions can be 
answered. 

Chapter 6

• Conclusions
This final chapter will conclude on findings and implications what is 
discussed in the analysis and the research questions can thereby be 
answered. The identified practical problem as well as the scientific 
research gap, will be filled. Furthermore, suggestions for further 
research will be presented. 
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2 Literature review  

In this chapter the literature review and theoretical framework, which the 

thesis is built upon, will be presented. The chapter follows an order of the 

components consumerism, consumer behavior, global competition and 

branding. Finally, the chapter is rounded off with a conceptual framework 

to give an understanding of how the different components are related.  

 

2.1 Consumerism  

Consumerism has two distinct sets of meanings, one in the social domain and one 

within the domain of economics (Jones, Hillier, Comfort & Eastwood, 2005). 

Consumerism is defined by Kaynak (1985) from a social point of view as an increasing 

trend where it becomes more important to protect the consumers and their rights 

against the sellers. From the economic perspective it is defined as a society where 

consumers buy more goods than necessary and moreover formulate their goals and 

lifestyles through (Stearns, 1997). Furthermore, Wright and Rogers (2010) describe 

the consumerist society as a place where people dedicates a lot of time and money to 

consume goods which in turn leads to happiness. However, an early opponent to the 

consumer oriented society was Veblen (1989) who criticized the emerging consumer 

society in America and coined the expression ´conspicuous consumption´, referring to 

consumers buying flashy goods, only to gain a higher social status and to display 

wealth. Previous research has shown that an effect of the increasing consumption is 

increased competition as it creates opportunities for new firms in the market but also 

for the already existing firms to strengthening their positions (Moynagh & Worsley, 

2002).  It is moreover described that the competition has been intensified in China, 

particularly from domestic firms wanting to take part of the markets opportunities 

(Chan, Cui & Zhou, 2015). 

 

The economic aspect of consumerism did according to Stearns (1997) emerge 

primarily because of three effects; a larger spread of stores, new financial instruments 

that eased credit loans and increasing marketing activities from brands. This is an 

effect that created a shift in focus from production to consumption, where consumers 

became the central factor to acquire economic growth for nations (Durning, 1991). 

China is currently performing exactly what Durning (1991) points out as the country 
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is focusing on expanding the domestic consumption through consumerism (Notar, 

2012). It is argued by Dong (2015) that the Chinese consumers have undergone major 

changes in their behavior lately because of the consumerism. Moreover, previous 

research have shown that even though the Chinese consumers have increased their 

consumption lately, a substantial amount of time is put to consider their alternatives 

while shopping. The reason is because the Chinese consumer’s needs is influenced by 

several variables that need to be fulfilled in order to be able to perform the purchase.   

 

2.2 Consumer behavior 

As the consumption increases, it becomes even more important to understand the 

consumer’s preferences and needs to be able to capture the new opportunities that they 

are bringing (Bushra, 2015). Moreover, Zitkus and Puskoriute (2013) mean that it is 

crucial for firms to understand the consumer behavior in order to succeed in the 

market, because when the firms know what the consumers want they can concentrate 

on fulfilling them. Consumer behavior is defined by Schiffman and Kanuk (1997:648) 

as “the behavior that consumers display in searching for, purchasing, using, evaluating, 

and disposing of products and services that they expect will satisfy their needs”. 

Consumer needs vary due to socio-economic, individual preferences and cultural 

differences, which are forces that are distinct in countries such as China and 

consequently important to understand (Kim, Forsythe, Gu & Moon, 2002). It is also 

argued by Zhou, Arnold, Pereira and Yu (2010) and Ralston, Kai-Chen, Wang, 

Terpstra and Wei (1996) that the Chinese market is fragmented into different regions 

with varying consumer needs, which in turn is important for firms to understand when 

creating marketing strategies. Furthermore, Yau (1994) explains that by studying the 

complex environment, it is possible to influence the consumer's product and brand 

choice. To understand how consumers take decisions the consumer decision process 

model can be used, however the model can first be applied after understanding the 

forces that are influencing the consumer's decision. 

 

2.2.1 Individual differences 

According to Engel, Blackwell and Miniard (2006) there are five personal variables 

that are of great significance to understand in order to predict the decision making 

process; consumer demographics, attitudes, resources, motivation and knowledge. 
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Foot (1997) and Solomon (2011) argue that demographics is an important variable that 

explains the consumer behavior and future trends. Engel, Blackwell and Miniard 

(2006) point out that through analysis of consumer variables such as income, wealth, 

unemployment and other socioeconomic factors, forecasts of attractive products can 

be made. Lifestyle, personality and personal values are also included within 

demographics and are analyzed to acquire more specific information about a market 

and its needs. Lifestyle can be described as how consumers choose to spend their 

money and time every day; thus by recognizing an evolving lifestyle great market 

opportunities can be grasped (Solomon, 2011). As China recently shifted to a 

consumer oriented economy the incomes for workers have increased, leading to a 

growing demand for consumer goods in the larger cities (Engel, Blackwell & Miniard, 

2006). However, it is argued by Yao, Xiao and Liao (2015) and Yao, Wang, Weagley 

and Liao (2011) as well as Keyu (2016) that the Chinese consumers have a large 

amount of savings in order to take care of the family retirements and pay for their 

children's education.  

 

A key component to understand consumers’ needs is according to Solomon (2011) the 

attitude force. It is supported by Tripathi (2015) who argues that the decision making 

process is greatly influenced by the consumers attitude for the reason that a negative 

attitude makes the consumer to exclude alternatives directly during the evaluation 

process. Moreover, research by Liu (2009) and Ye, Bose and Pelton (2012) shows that 

the Chinese consumers are buying specific brands to attain a special social status or 

identity in order to fit into a social group. Closely linked with the consumer attitude is 

consumer knowledge which can be described as the knowledge an individual has about 

a specific product (Engel, Blackwell & Miniard, 2006). The Chinese consumers is 

today more well-informed than the previous generation and are more demanding 

regarding reasonable prices and quality; hence leading to major dissatisfactions and 

negative attitudes if not fulfilled (Chan & Cui, 2004; Li, Robson & Coates, 2013).   

 

Solomon, Bamossy, Askegaard and Hogg (2013) describe motivation as a need that is 

arousing for the consumer that decides how the consumer will behave. By 

understanding what motivates the consumers, their needs can be charted and satisfied 

by firms (Engel, Blackwell & Miniard, 2006). Furthermore, three different kind of 

needs has been identified that influence what the consumer will buy; need for 
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affiliation, need for power and need for uniqueness. Ye, Bose and Pelton (2012) 

discovered that the Chinese consumers has a need for uniqueness and exclusivity and 

that this influence their perception towards brands but also their willingness to pay 

more.    

 

2.2.2 Cultural forces 

It is argued by Leung, Bhagat, Buchan, Erez, and Gibson (2005) that national culture 

has a great impact on business activities and is an important component to take into 

consideration when doing international business. Moreover, Kotler and Armstrong 

(2008) point out that culture permeate other environmental forces such as; family 

values, personal behavior and social class. National culture is defined in various ways 

by a large amount of different scientists, however a commonly cited explanation is 

made by Hofstede (2010:520) who defines national culture as “the collective 

programming of the mind acquired by growing up in a particular country”. Because of 

the increasingly interdependent world, national culture has become more important 

when doing international business and by understanding the differences between 

country cultures it is possible to comprehend how consumers take decisions (Cullen & 

Parboteeah, 2013; Dabic, Tipuric & Podrug, 2015).  

 

Hofstede (1980) created a framework consisting of four dimensions to measure the 

cross cultural differences between countries that are commonly used to understand the 

national culture disparity. The dimensions were power distance, individualism, 

masculinity and uncertainty avoidance, which later was extended with two more 

dimensions; Confucian dynamism and indulgence. (Hofstede,  Hoftstede & Minkow, 

2010). . By comparing Sweden and China's national cultures it will be possible to 

recognize differences as well as similarities and furthermore acquire an understanding 

of how distinctive the Chinese culture truly is. 
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Figure 2.1: China in comparison with Sweden 

(Source: Hofstede Centre, 2016) Self-Designed.  

 

Power distance is measured in what grade people that have less power in organizations 

and institutions within a country accept this distribution (Hofstede, Hofstede & 

Minkow, 2010). What can be recognized from the model is that China with a score of 

80 has a society that accepts inequality and does not object to the authority (Hofstede 

Centre, 2016). The next dimension concerns individualism where every person is 

expected to take care of themselves while collectivism is the straight opposite where 

people are forming groups and protects each other in return for a lifetime loyalty 

(Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkow, 2010). China with a score of 20 is a highly collective 

society where people prioritize personal relationships and family before work. The 

third dimension is Masculinity which refers to a society where the roles are distinctive 

and clear (Hofstede Centre, 2016). While men are assumed to be competitive with an 

aim to be successful, women should be more focused on the quality of life and be more 

sensitive (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkow, 2010). As China is acquiring the score 66, 

it is seen as a society where work is prioritized before leisure time and success is more 

important than enjoying life (Hofstede Centre, 2016). 

 

The dimension regarding uncertainty avoidance can be defined as how the society 

deals with the fact that the future never can be known, which leads to grades of anxiety, 

stress and uncertainty and how these can be avoided (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkow, 

2010).  China acquires a low score of 30 indicating that the country is comfortable 
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with the uncertainty and adapts easily to changes. Uncertainty avoidance can be linked 

with the dimension Confucian dynamism, which concerns how societies cope with the 

current and future challenges. By scoring 87, China can be seen as a very down-to-

earth country that encourage changes which will modernize the society (Hofstede 

Centre, 2016). The last and most recently added dimension is Indulgence, which refers 

back to how the child is raised in the society and how good the people are at controlling 

their cravings and impulses. (Hofstede, 2011). China scores 24 and can be described 

as a restrained society where leisure time and desires not are prioritized. Their needs 

and desires are regulated through strict social norms, and the society can sometimes 

be seen as callus were having fun is not allowed (Hofstede Centre, 2016) 

 

As the data gathered from Hofstede Centre (2016) presents, major discrepancies 

between the Swedish and Chinese national cultures can be identified. In five of the six 

dimensions, the countries differ substantially; the exception is uncertainty avoidance 

where both countries acquired a low score. In Power distance, Masculinity and Long 

term orientation China acquires higher scores than Sweden, while in Individualism and 

Indulgence lower scores were achieved.    

 

2.2.3 Consumer decision process model 

The consumer decision process model is defined by Engel, Blackwell and Miniard 

(2006:70) as “[...] a road map of consumers’ minds that marketers and managers can 

use to help guide product mix, communication and sales strategies”. In addition Teo 

and Yeong (2003) argue that the model can be used to explain complex consumer 

behaviors. Thus, by mastering the different stages of the model, it is possible to 

understand what has to be done in order to get the consumer to buy more (Engel, 

Blackwell & Miniard, 2006). Because of the dynamic world and complex environment 

the consumer choices is rapidly changing; hence a large amount of models is today not 

applicable anymore. Nevertheless, the consumer decision process model from 1968 

have been notable resilient for over 40 years and are frequently used to understand the 

consumer decision process (ibid). The model is described as the grand model of 

consumer behavior in the area of explaining buyer behavior (Teo & Yeong, 2003). The 

consumer decision process model has been modified several times to fit the complex 

environment (Engel, Blackwell & Miniard, 2006). Moreover as the model has evolved 

over time together with the increasing knowledge about consumer behavior, it 
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strengthens the explanatory power of the model and makes it easier to apply and 

understand in comparison to other models (Teo & Yeong, 2003).  

 

The consumer decision process model has its starting-point from when the consumer 

recognizes a need or a problem (Jisana, 2014). According to Engel, Blackwell and 

Miniard (2006:73) it is crucial for marketers to understand what the consumer needs 

because “[...] if they know where the consumers “itch”, they have a better idea of where 

to “scratch””. The need recognition is influenced by both cultural factors and 

individual differences. When the need has been recognized Theo and Yeong (2003) 

explains that the consumer starts a search process to satisfy it. The search process is 

according to Engel, Blackwell and Miniard (2006) determined by forces such as 

wealth, lifestyle, attitude and the social group a consumer belongs to. However a strong 

influencing factor in these two first stages is also how the marketer succeeded to affect 

the consumer's perception of a brand as it can cause the consumer to purchase a product 

directly without searching. After finishing the search process it is time for the 

consumer to evaluate their alternatives where a combination of factors such as 

lifestyle, culture and attitude deciding what products that will be evaluated (Jisana, 

2014). The final stages of the model treats the purchase and consumption process for 

the consumer. As in previous stages, individual differences as well as cultural forces 

leads to the purchase of a specific brand and the grade of satisfaction the product will 

give the consumer. The consumer has now moved through the decision process 

systematically.  

 

2.3 Global competition 

According to Huo, Zhao and Zhou (2014) the globalization has led to increased 

competition among firms. However, while emerging markets is associated with great 

opportunities, the competition is also more unpredictable and unclear because of legal 

and economic reforms still are being developed and implemented. When a country 

transition into a consumer oriented economy and consumerism emerges, not only 

international firms want to grasp the new opportunities but also the domestic firms, 

which leads to a fiercer competitive environment. It is explained by Ward, Duray, 

Leong and Sum (1995) that the competitive intensity is decided by the degree of 

competition a firm is facing within a region. Moreover, Keller (2013) means that 

competition occurs when a firm decides to target a type of consumer who already has 
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been targeted by others or will be in the future. Porter (1985) emphasizes the 

importance for firms to understand the issues that international as well as domestic 

competition is causing within a country. 

 

China's market has been attractive ever since the country opened up their borders for 

foreign firms because of the rapid economic growth and market opportunities. 

However, over the years the competition has increased substantially not only from 

international firms but also from domestic firms wanting to take part of the 

opportunities (Cao, 2011; Geib & Lumb, 2007). Through reforms within the Chinese 

business sector the registration of new enterprises have increased by over 60% since 

2014 (Zhang, Li, Chen & Li, 2016). In addition, Li, Poppo and Zhou (2008) argue that 

the intensified competition from private enterprises is the consequence of the major 

changes China have made through economic reforms. As the local competition is 

rapidly emerging in China, Williamson and Zeng (2004) states that it is important for 

foreign firms to take this factor into consideration to acquire success. Moreover, Geib 

and Lumb (2007) explain that these reforms created a new competitive environment 

and reality for firms in the country to understand, which continually needs to be 

scanned in order to keep up with the competitors.   

 

Competitive intensity is described by Porter (1985) as the level of competition within 

an industry that a firm encounter, often marked by an increased rivalry in the form of 

more advertising, price wars, promotions and added services. Furthermore Porter 

(2004) explains that the competition within each industry can vary substantially 

depending on opportunities, complex products and entry barriers. While increasing 

competition affect firms, Porter (1985) argues that it is equally important for firms to 

analyze individual competitors within their industry in order to understand their 

current situation but also how to take advantage of new opportunities. Moreover, to 

survive in a competitive environment it is extremely important to understand how to 

implement specific marketing activities in particular locations in order to respond to 

competition (ibid). When the competition becomes more intensified, Murkerjee (2016) 

also highlights that it is crucial for firms to acquire competitive advantages against 

their competitors. By identifying consumers’ needs and wants firms can create more 

customer value in comparison to their competitors which leads to a competitive 

advantage (Porter, 1985). In addition, Goll, Johnson and Rasheed (2007) express the 
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significance of adapting to environmental changes in order to sustain competitiveness 

and grasp opportunities.  

 

Porter (1985) argues that a firm can have several strengths and weakness compared to 

its competitors, however these forces derives from two different types of core 

competitive advantages; low cost or differentiation advantages. A competitive 

advantage through cost leadership can be described as where a firm aim to produce 

products for a low cost and sell to a large number of different segments. Moreover, a 

low cost advantage often includes economies of scale and access to cheap raw 

materials (ibid). It is argued by Bhaumik, Driffield and Ying (2016) that economies of 

scale is an important competitive advantage in China. Further, Porter (1985) stresses 

that only one firm can acquire the cost leadership position and if several firms’ strife 

to achieve this advantage the competition rapidly becomes fierce. The second 

competitive advantage is differentiation, which is described as a strategy where the 

firm seeks to be unique within some areas that is highly valued by consumers. The 

way firms differentiate themselves can vary widely depending on what industry they 

operate in and can range from the product itself to what marketing approach that are 

being used. Furthermore, in order to acquire this type of competitive advantage it is 

important for the firm to select attributes that they will be unique compared to their 

rivals (ibid).  

 

2.4 Branding  

According to Keller (2013:30), a brand is a “[...] name, term, sign, symbol, or design, 

or a combination of them, intended to identify the goods and services of one seller or 

group of sellers and to differentiate them from those of competition”. In addition, 

several different authors refer to a brand as more than the definition above - as 

something that can create awareness, reputation as well as prominence (Aaker, 2007). 

Furthermore, Kapferer (2012) defines a brand as a name that influences consumers as 

well as relationship builders between firms and consumers. Brand is described by 

Reiss (2011) as every single customer touch point a firm may have, from how the 

packages are designed, the quality of the employees and how they treat customers. By 

having an unique and strong brand identity this can build strong attachments and 

evokes a strong and emotional connection between brands and consumers. This in turn 

will probably result in greater trust and loyalty from consumers (Kumar & Nayak, 
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2014). The aim of branding is described by Keller (2013) as to afford consumers to 

obtain knowledge and perceive differences between brands, what can simplify the 

decision-making for consumers when they are choosing between different alternatives 

and firms therefore can increase consumption of products and services with the help 

of branding (ibid). Having a strong brand personality, a sustainable competitive 

advantage can therefore be created by the use of brand strategies what differentiate the 

brand from others with similar products (Kim & Lehto, 2013).  

 

Van Gelder (2004) describes another challenge firms face in the scope of brand 

management is how to work with a brand across country borders. Nunes, Piotroski, 

Teo and Matheis (2010) explain that important matters for Chinese consumers are a 

brand’s trustworthiness, reliability, and quality. This is supported by Abulaiti, Frank, 

Enkawa and Schvaneveldt (2011) who also describe how important high quality but 

also low price are for the Chinese consumers. In addition, the Chinese consumers 

esteem the degree to which the brand is familiar to them, exclusivity, style and the 

extent to which the brand also is used by friends. Nunes et al. (2010) moreover argue 

that Chinese consumers are open-minded to try any brand regardless of origin, if only 

the brand provides high quality, clearly superior products and good value. In addition, 

foreign firms are considered to be wanted and to have good reputation in China (Kim 

& Lehto, 2013). 

 

2.4.1 Global brand management  

A brand is according to Kapferer (2012) considered global when it is substantial all 

around the world. A great amount of reasons can explain why firms should create a 

global brand, such as the many advantages of having an international reputation, 

increase synergy between countries and economies of scale. Brand globalization, is 

further on explained by Kapferer (2012) as a strategy with the aim to overcome local 

competition primarily by acquiring three major benefits that global brands have the 

ability to create. These benefits can be described as an apparently lower price, the high 

speed of innovations and finally, having an international position what may increase 

the attractiveness of these global brands. Aaker (1998) moreover reports that firms 

practicing a global brand management are in need of a process template that can 

include components that specifies the target segment, brand identity, brand equity 

goals and brand-building programs. The first step in this process within global brand 
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management is considered to include an analysis of consumers, competitors and the 

brand. Another important factor for global brands is according to Kapferer (2005) to 

realize that these brands also need to be local, what is called the post-global brand.  

 

Kapferer (2005) emphasis the post-global brand, what moreover is described as brands 

that no longer can be identified with the model of total globalization. When firms get 

closer to the consumers, it becomes more relevant to use the local concept instead of 

the global concept. There is no point of total globalization if the brand and its 

globalization cannot attain value locally and position accordingly. By adapting and 

being a local brand, means identifying the local habits and needs of this market’s 

consumers in order to tune into these local needs. The positioning may needs to be 

modified in comparison to the origin market, depending on the local competitive 

situation and its impact on market strategy and positioning. Therefore, it can be 

necessary for some firms to separate the domestic and the international positioning. 

However, Kapferer (2005) highlights the importance of finding the balanced 

proportion between being local and global. Moreover, Paine (2010) argues that foreign 

firms operating in the Chinese market need to adapt to local conditions, but implement 

global standards due to its complex market.  

 

2.4.2 Developing a global brand strategy 

Within the scope of global brand management, a further issue relevant for firms to 

evaluate is how to target consumers by using global branding. Keller (2013) describes 

the strategic brand management as the process of maintaining, improving, and 

upholding a brand. Keller (2013) defines the strategic brand management process as 

having four main steps whereof the first is to identifying and developing brand plans, 

what also is the step in focus for this thesis. By managing a strong brand, creative 

brand strategies are needed and can be planned by using brand positioning model and 

brand resonance model. By developing these components the main marketing goals 

can be achieved at the same time its enable firms to be more competitive. At the same 

time, these models help firms to achieve brand equity in a long-term perspective as 

well as enable firms to evaluate their progress in the meantime (ibid).  

 

In order to target consumers by using a global brand strategy, Keller (2013) explains 

that firm’s initial need to establish a strong brand identity to be able to create the 



  

 

21 

wanted meaning in terms of brand knowledge among consumers. Brand knowledge 

refers to all emotions, experiences and beliefs consumers have with the brand and thus 

consists of features such as brand awareness, associations and attachments. A 

challenge to manage is to assure the consumers have the right type of experiences and 

associations with the brand. The customer-based brand equity model is defined by 

Keller (2013:69) as “[...] the differential effect that brand knowledge has on consumer 

response to the marketing of that brand”, what clarifies how important it is for firms 

to understand the consumer brand knowledge structure. Magni and Poh (2013) state 

emotional benefits created through above features have become the key buying factor 

for Chinese consumers and it becomes even more importance for firms to invest 

resources in emotional benefits.  

 

Keller (2013) moreover describes that brand equity is a crucial part for firms so they 

can enhance brand loyalty, prices/margins, competitive advantages and effectiveness 

in marketing programs. Furthermore, this is supported by Aaker (1998) who states 

brand equity is considered as an essential concept since it enables firms competitive 

advantages through strong brands and brand equity takes place when the consumers 

have strong awareness, loyalty, association and attachments with the brand. This 

creates stronger brands and loyal relationships with consumers. Furthermore, Keller 

(2009) highlights how the customer-based brand equity model deals with the 

importance of identifying the consumer brand knowledge, in order to understand how 

it can affect consumer’s response to marketing activity of the brand.  

 

2.4.2.1 Brand positioning model 

Keller (2013) claims this first model mainly describes how to affect consumers mind 

in terms of establish competitive advantages. Brand positioning is considered as the 

key of marketing strategy and clarifies the brand details, uniqueness as well as the 

reasons for buying and using that specific brand. By evaluating the target market, the 

competition, and the points-of-parity and points-of-difference brand associations, its 

enables firms to deciding on their positioning. Once the target market and the 

competitive environment are defined, the positioning itself will be next in line to 

examine in order to track how to be competitive. For an already established brand, it 

is important for firms to know how often to renew its positioning. Keller (2013) 

presents a general rule that says positioning should be fundamentally updated very 
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rarely, only under changing circumstances when the current positioning becomes 

inefficient. The positioning aims to be developed over time in order to in the best way 

meet new market opportunities and challenges. One specific market opportunity that 

often occurs is the need to immerse the meaning of a brand to make it more competitive 

and developed. There is also one specific market challenge that firms often encounter, 

that is how firms should deal with competitive actions that are seen as a threat against 

the current positioning. When this turns into action, firms can choose to either do 

nothing, go on the defensive or go on the offensive (ibid). 

 

2.4.2.2 Brand resonance model  

This second model describes how to elaborate intense, active loyalty relationships 

between brands and consumers. This extended brand resonance model illuminates how 

brand positioning affects consumers in terms of how they think, feel, and do as well 

as the degree to which they feel connection with a brand where the brand equity aims 

to be achieved. There are four steps in this model what concerns brand identity, 

meaning, response and relationship (Keller, 2001, 2013). The first step is about 

achieving the right brand identity that enables firms to create associations in 

consumers’ mind what relates to consumers awareness of the brand (Kapferer, 2012). 

This needs to be channeled out to the consumers what should partly be done through 

China’s public relations industry what provides opportunities for brands since the 

payoff has the potential of be dramatically big in China (Nunes et al., 2010). By further 

on creating strong brand associations the wanted brand meaning can be established 

what concerns how well the product meets consumer’s functional needs (Keller, 2009). 

The brand messaging needs to convince Chinese consumers that the brand meets their 

needs (Nunes et al., 2010). Another aim is to make it possible for consumers to form 

imagery associations with the brand, such as purchase and usage situations. 

Furthermore, how consumers respond to the brand, and in overall how they feel and 

think about the brand need to be taken into consideration where the responses need to 

be positive in order to impact consumers behavior (Keller, 2001). Further on, Keller 

(2013) describes consumers’ emotional feelings, reactions and responses to a brand 

are highly important for firms to work on to achieve attachments. The final step refers 

to the brand relationships that concerns behavioral loyalty, attitudinal attachment, 

sense of community and active engagement. When these four categories are achieved, 

a brand has loyal consumers and has achieved brand loyalty and equity (ibid).  
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2.5 Conceptual framework  

The literature review has shown that the phenomenon consumerism has emerged in 

China. It is moreover understood that consumerism leads to a changing consumer 

behavior and competitive environment, which are key factors that need to be 

understood for Swedish firms that currently are operating in China. Additionally, the 

literature review indicates a close linkage between consumer behavior and the 

consumer decision process and how an understanding of this process can enable firms 

to develop a global brand strategy in order to increase consumption of products. 

Furthermore, cultural forces and individual differences have shown to be fundamental 

parts of the consumer decision process and therefore in need to be understood. 

Moreover, the literature review clearly indicates that a major consequence of the 

emerging consumerism is an increasing global competition, which requires firms to be 

more competitive. To manage these consequences deriving from consumerism firms 

can develop their global brand strategy in order to increase consumption of products. 

By creating a strong brand identity it is possible to achieve brand equity which in turn 

enables firms to boost consumption of products.  

 

 
Figure 2.2: Conceptual framework. Self-Designed.  
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3 Methodology  

The following chapter will explain the methodology framework, which 

consists of how the thesis has been conducted and how the data has been 

collected, analyzed and used. Moreover, motives of why each of the 

methods have been chosen will also be explained. Methodology criticism 

and ethical considerations will thereafter round off the chapter.  

 

3.1 Deductive approach  

The research approach illuminates the correlation between the theory and the empirical 

findings, whereof authors often refers to the three verified methods of reasoning as 

deductive, inductive and deductive approaches (Bryman & Bell, 2013; Patel & 

Davidson, 2011). Deductive approach is considered to relate to quantitative research 

methods. This approach takes its beginning from the more general to the more specific 

by starting from established theories and finishing with confirmations and conclusions 

upon certain appearances (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). By doing so, the deductive 

approach starts from what is already known and therefore is seen as a general rule that 

explains a single case. The conclusions developed from a deductive approach can 

either be accepted or rejected depending on how the empirical findings correspond 

with the established theories (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010; Patel & Davidson, 2011). 

Inductive approach on the contrary, is often related to qualitative research methods 

(Bryman & Bell, 2013). This approach works the other way, starting from specific 

observations to broader generalizations and theories. This results in theoretical 

improvements and the inductive approach is considered as more critical than a 

deductive approach (Patel & Davidson, 2011). The last abductive approach is 

considered to be a combination of the two earlier described approaches. By starting 

from an empirical basis but at the same time involve theories and not reject theoretical 

preconceptions. An abductive approach allows the theoretical framework to be 

adjusted and refined during the progress (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009). 

 

Due to the fact that this thesis was departed from theories (see Figure 3.1), a deductive 

approach was considered to be best to apply. By starting from a theoretical framework 

it enabled the progress to become as adapted to the researched topic as possible. Since 

the researched phenomenon effects on Swedish firms in China is fairly unexplored in 
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the scope of international business, it was decided that departing from a theoretical 

framework would become more applicable in order to create the best outcome. 

Furthermore, through the literature review the thesis could acknowledge what needed 

to be researched to operationalize suitable questions, which finally could be answered 

(see Figure 3.1).   

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3.1: Research approach. Self-Designed.  
 

 

3.2 Qualitative research  

Ghauri and Grønhaug (2010) claim that research methods refers to collecting data in a 

systematic, focused and orderly way in order to find answers to a thesis research 

question. Research methods can further on be divided into three approaches: the 

qualitative research methods, the quantitative research methods and the mixed 

methods approach (Kumar, 2014). The main difference is of procedure, which means 

qualitative research is focused on words while quantitative research is more about 

numbers (Holme, Solvang, & Nilsson, 1997). Moreover, Kumar (2014) means the 

decision between choosing the qualitative, the quantitative or the mixed method 

basically depend upon the aim of a thesis as well as the use of the findings. If a thesis 

aims to describe a phenomenon, situation or a problem which little is known, the study 

then is classified as qualitative (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). On the contrary, the thesis 

is quantitative if the thesis wants to quantify the variation in a phenomenon, situation 

or a problem. Furthermore, qualitative methods are focused on understanding the 

respondent’s point of view while quantitative methods focus on facts and reasons for 

social events. To distinguish qualitative research methods, it can further on be 

described by closeness to the sources where the data is collected to get a subjective 

‘insider view’ (ibid).  

 

Qualitative research is most of the times used together with inductive research 

approaches since they aim to result in theoretical contributions (Bryman & Bell, 2013). 

However, a deductive approach has been used in this thesis together with a qualitative 
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method, since this was considered to be the best applicable combination to the thesis 

research question. A theoretical framework was used in the thesis origin, as it, in turn, 

contributed to help analyzing the empirical findings and answer the research question. 

By using a qualitative research method, an in-depth understanding could be provided 

for how the case firms work in China. Moreover, a qualitative research method 

provided the thesis with profound understanding for the relative circumscribed 

research area, which a quantitative research method not would have contributed to in 

this thesis (Denscombe, 2016).  

 

3.3 Research design  

A research design composes, according to Bryman and Bell (2013) a framework for 

how to collect and analyze the data. The research design enables correlations between 

the research questions, the data that is going to be collected and the strategies for the 

analysis that will strengthen the validity of the thesis (Yin, 2011). There are several 

different study designs within the scope of qualitative research such as experimental, 

cross-sectional, comparative design, case study and longitudinal (Bryman & Bell, 

2013). Depending on what research method and approach that are chosen for a thesis, 

it is important to find the most appropriate research design. The best applicable 

research design to use for a qualitative research when the thesis aims to investigate a 

phenomenon. This research design also generates in a meaning of, and interactions 

between different factors of a phenomenon (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  

 

The above description of a case study goes in line with this thesis research topic. Since 

this thesis aims to research how a phenomenon works in the way it affects Swedish 

firms, a case study as a research method was considered as most applicable one (Yin, 

2014). In addition, Bryman and Bell (2015) describe a case study as the possibility to 

provide an in-depth elucidation of the thesis object of interest, what made the case 

study design even more adaptable for this thesis. The fact that this thesis research area 

is relatively unexplored also argued for choosing case study as an appropriate research 

design. However, a case study is not confined to a single case (Bryman & Bell, 2015). 

Therefore, it considered necessary to decide on which type of case study to use.  
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3.3.1 Multiple-case study design  

According to Yin (2014) there is a difference between the different types of case 

studies, where multiple-case study design may be preferred over single-case design. 

The disadvantage with using a single-case design refers to skepticism about the ability 

to do empirical work. Having two or more cases may be substantial due to the analytic 

benefits a multiple-case design provides. Thus, Yin (2014) points out that a multiple-

case design strengthening the thesis findings at the same time as the analytic 

conclusions have the ability to be more valuable. Moreover, a multiple-case study 

design allows generalizations what also is considered more solid compared to a single-

case study design, since the empirical findings are supported by a greater amount of 

cases.  

 

Bryman and Bell (2015) explain how the multiple-case study design aims to compare 

the cases that are included, as well as identify what is unique and what is common 

across the cases. Due to this thesis research topic, a multiple-case study design 

therefore was to be preferred. In addition, the investigated phenomenon in this thesis 

is not unique to a single case, what is needed for a single-case study design. The cases 

in this thesis were constituted of the Swedish firms in China, since Bryman and Bell 

(2015) define a case as an objective of interest where the aim is to provide an in-depth 

clarification of the cases. This thesis was in need of at least three cases in order to be 

considered as a valuable and reliable thesis. At the same time, it was concluded upon 

no more than five cases so it remains the aim of provide an in-depth observation of the 

cases.  

 

3.3.2 Purposive sampling  

In order to collect the data that will be needed for answering the research question, it 

is necessary to decide upon the sample. A sampling is used as an assortment in order 

to represent the whole population. There are mainly two types of samplings, which are 

probability- and non-probability sampling (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Within 

quantitative research there is an emphasis on probability sampling, while non-

probability sampling is used within qualitative sampling (Bryman & Bell, 2015). Non-

probability sampling refers to some specific units that have been selected from the 

overall population. In order to observe, understand and gain knowledge of a specific 

problem, purposive sampling is considered to be the best choice, which also is the most 



  

 

28 

frequently used within non-probability sampling (Denscombe, 2016; Ghauri & 

Grønhaug, 2010).  

 

Since the selected cases in this thesis needed to be possessed of certain qualifications, 

what will be described below, the sample was not selected by random selection. This 

thesis was therefore in need of a non-probability sample and more specific a purposive 

sampling, so that suitable cases relevant for the thesis could be chosen. This type of 

sampling indicates the selection of criteria, which is used in order to find the most 

relevant sample for answering a thesis research question (Merriam, 2009). Thus, the 

criteria for this thesis sampling was designed in line with this thesis purpose to enable 

the aim of answering the research question. These criteria eased the process of finding 

these relevant cases, and the used criteria were the following:  

 

Table 3.1: Self Designed Criteria  

 
 

3.3.2.1 Cases  

Based on the developed criteria above, the following firms and respondents were used 

for interviews to derive groundwork for the empirical findings:  

 

1. IKEA  

IKEA was founded 1943 and is today the world's largest furniture retailer. The firm 

provides ready-to-assemble furniture, home accessories as well as appliances. Their 

business idea is to offer a wide range of well-designed, functional home furnishing 

products at prices so low that as many people as possible will be able to afford them. 

IKEA is focused on being the firm that provides high quality to low cost and help more 

people live a better life at home (IKEA, n.d.). In 2000 IKEA opened up their business 

in China, and after Q1 in 2016, IKEA operates 384 stores in 48 different countries 

whereof 19 are located in China.  
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The interview was conducted through telephone with Kristina Langfalck, Commercial 

manager at IKEA. She’s responsible for questions within market and sale since she is 

sales and marketing manager at the new business line within IKEA that is called 

Service Business. Langfalck has earlier been working as marketing director at IKEA 

and was then responsible for the brand, positioning, all communication channels as 

well as the globally director for the IKEA catalogue. 

 

2. SCA  

SCA is a globally leading firm within the hygiene and forest sector and was founded 

in 1929 by Ivar Kreuger with focus on developing sustainable products for the 

consumer. SCA is today operating in about 100 countries worldwide and has 

approximately 44 000 employees. SCA has been active in China since 2004 where 

SCA is primarily operating through Vinda who is one of China's largest tissue firms, 

where SCA is the majority shareholder. Through personal care, tissues and forest 

products the firm contain a large portfolio of strong brands where focus is directed on 

sustainability and to provide greater customer value for the consumer (SCA, n.d.).  

 

The interview was held through telephone with Peter Hedenberg, Regional Brand 

Director at SCA for the Asia pacific region. Hedenberg has been working within SCA 

for 20 years with a substantial amount of international experience. Hedenberg has been 

operating in both Russia and USA but has since four years back been stationed in 

China as the regional branding director within the Baby and Feminine products of the 

Asia Pacific region for SCA. 

 

3. Bellman & Symfon  

Bellman & Symfon was founded in 1989 and develops and provides hearing solutions 

for people with hearing loss. Hearing solutions and care solutions are the two main 

business areas that Bellman & Symfon provides. By continuously developing new 

innovative solutions, the firm aims to enable the many people to live a simpler and 

safer life by protect their hearing and improve these people's quality of life 

(Bellman&Symfon, n.d.). The firm has about 70 employees in Sweden, China and 

Germany, whereof 30-40 employees are located in China. At 2008 the firm set up 

subsidiaries in Guangzhou and Hong Kong to serve the Asia/ Pacific markets.  
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The interview was held through Skype with Fredrik Ahlström, Chief Marketing 

Officer at Bellman & Symfon. He has worked for the firm since 1992 that means he 

has a substantial function in the firm since he brings along the foundation of Bellman 

& Symfon. Thus, he has high involvement in the European market with several trips 

to China each year. Ahlström is executive responsible for sales, marketing and 

furthermore also for the brand.  

 

3.4 Data collection  

Data is the foundation of a research paper and can be derived mainly from four relevant 

areas within qualitative research; interviews, observations, collection and review and 

finally emotions (Yin, 2011). Data collection is described by Bryman and Bell (2015) 

as a key factor for every research study. Furthermore Yin (2011:133) defines data as 

“[...] a collection of organized information, usually the result of experiences, 

observations, experiments. It can contain numbers, words or pictures and especially 

some measures or observations of a set of variables”. Qualitative data is described as 

the information that is conveyed through words, ranging from detailed descriptions of 

situations to people's emotions and experiences, while quantitative data emphasizes on 

raw data and verification (Merriam, 2009). According to Patel and Davidson (2011) 

data can be divided into two groups; primary and secondary sources.  Ghauri and 

Grønhaug (2010) contend that primary data can help provide a larger amount of 

relevant information for a specific research problem; hence the empirical material will 

primarily be built upon this data. However, in many cases the research question is best 

answered through combining primary and secondary sources which led the thesis to 

apply secondary data for some parts too (ibid). 

 

3.4.1 Primary data  

Primary data is described as information that is collected directly by the researcher 

from the sources (Bryman & Bell, 2015). The main source of primary data in this thesis 

will be qualitative data in the form of interviews for several reasons. Firstly, interviews 

are argued to be the best method for collecting data because they are holistic and 

information rich (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). In addition, Yin (2011) explains that 

through interviews the researcher has the possibility to ask questions during the 

process but also to acquire a two way interaction with the interviewed person where 
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behavior and emotions can be interpreted and understood. Finally, Patel and Davidson 

(2011) contend that this approach is recommended to be used when investigating a 

phenomenon and where more in-depth information is required. Merriam (2009) 

additionally implies that interviews are a great tool when the interviewer need to 

acquire specific information.          

 

3.4.2 Secondary data  

Secondary data is described by Bryman and Bell (2013) as data that has not been 

collected directly by the researcher but is still of high quality if collected from 

acknowledged sources. According to Ghauri and Grønhaug (2010) secondary data is 

required to find out what previous research has proven and moreover understand the 

appurtenant problems but also to receive a better comprehension of the chosen research 

area. The data that is collected through other channels than interviews and 

observations, is called documents and includes books, scientific articles and other 

online sources (Merriam, 2009). Thus, these sources have been used in the thesis 

introduction, literature and methodology chapters to collect information within the 

relevant areas, which the thesis is aimed to touch.    

  

3.4.3 Design and structure of interview  

An interview can be performed in a number of different ways, however it is possible 

to divide interviews into three main categories; structured, semi-structured and 

unstructured interviews (Ghauri & Grønhaug 2010). The structured interview is 

according to Merriam (2009) similar to a survey where the questions are 

predetermined. It is further believed by many researchers that this form of interviews 

do result in more valid answers. Contrary to structured interviews are according to 

Ghauri and Grønhaug (2010) unstructured interviews, where only the discussion areas 

are prepared by the interviewer and where room is given for the respondent to answer 

freely. This type of interview is often used when the interviewer lack information 

within the researched area to establish relevant questions. However, unstructured 

interviews are rarely used alone for qualitative case-studies but instead combined 

(Merriam, 2009). The final category is semi-structured interviews, which is a 

combination of characteristics from the previous mentioned types (Ghauri & 

Grønhaug, 2010). A semi-structured interview contain predetermined questions to the 

respondent, however it differs from the structured interview in the matter that the 

questions are not necessarily asked in a specific order and the questions are formed in 
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a way so that the respondent can answer them freely (Patel & Davidson, 2011). 

However, semi-structured interviews still have a predetermined formula of questions 

in comparison to the unstructured interviews. Furthermore, Denscombe (2016) argues 

that semi-structured interviews are well suited when complex issues are investigated. 

As this thesis research several complex issues and there is a probability that follow-up 

questions will be needed, semi structured interviews are best suited to gather all the 

required data. Moreover, by the use of a list with predetermined questions, none of the 

needed areas will be forgotten during the interview.  

 

To make sure that the proper respondents with knowledge within the needed areas was 

chosen from each of the case firms, a list containing the interview guide were sent out 

prior to the interview, in order to confirm that the information needed could be 

gathered. However, when the interview was carried out a more specific list of 

questions was brought along because according to Yin (2011) a list will guide the 

interviewer through the process in a professional manner and work as a tool to gather 

all required information. As the respondents are all Swedish working towards China, 

the interview guide was written in Swedish from the start. Because of the far 

geographical distance two of the interviews were performed over telephone while one 

was completed over Skype. 

 

3.5 Operationalization  

According to Patel and Davidson (2011) an operationalization is made when 

transforming theoretical concepts into interview questions. Jacob and Furgerson 

(2012) explain that it is of great significance to do a literature review before 

constructing the interview questions, as it provides knowledge of previous research 

and gives and understanding of what data that has to be collected. It is further argued 

by Kvale (1996) that semi structured interviews should contain an outline for the 

components that will be covered with appurtenant questions regarding each area. By 

deriving from the conceptual framework of this thesis, the interview questions have 

been created in order to cover all components.   
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Table 3.2: Operationalization. Self-Designed.  

 

Components 
Interview 

questions  
Reasoning 

Background 1-2 

In order to obtain general background 

information about the respondent as well as the 

case firm, the interview was initiated by asking 

the respondent to give an introduction of 

themselves, the firm and their international 

experiences. 

Consumer driven economy/ 

Consumerism  
3-4 

Questions were asked about the respondent's 

awareness of the phenomenon consumerism as 

well as how the firm so far have been affected 

by this. This could result in an underlying 

understanding of how their global brand 

strategy is adapted to consumerism.   

Consumer behavior  5-9 

To get an overview of how the firm works with 

understanding consumer behavior, their needs 

and also if there is a difference between the 

consumer behavior in Sweden compared to 

China this area was needed to be asked upon. 

This was aimed to give insight in how 

important consumer behavior is when the firm 

set up their global brand strategy.     

Competition  10-15 

By asking how the firm experiences the 

competition in the Chinese market and how the 

competition affects the firm, an understanding 

could be provided for how the competition in 

China is affected the choice of global brand 

strategy for the firm.  

Branding  16-24 

The firm was asked how it works with 

branding, about their brand identity, their 

brand positioning, and other features within the 

field of global brand management. This aimed 

to give an understanding for how the firm 

works to manage a changing consumer 

behavior and competition.   

Concluding questions 25 

To understand the respondent's view of future 

work in China one finishing question was 

asked regarding the respondent's thoughts 

about the firm's future in China and how the 

consumerism will affect the firm.  
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3.6 Method of data analysis 

Since qualitative research generates in large amount of data it is essential to bring order 

and acquire meaning to the gathered data to gain understanding and insight (Ghauri & 

Grønhaug, 2010). When the collected data is analyzed further questions arise and in 

an interactive way more data may be needed and continuous data collection features 

qualitative research methods (ibid). Three components are described by Ghauri and 

Grønhaug (2010) as a guideline for qualitative data analysis, whereof data reduction is 

the first one and aims to selecting, simplifying and transforming the data that right 

after it has been collected appears in transcriptions. After having transformed and 

organized the collected data, it enables the next step what implies drawing conclusions 

and taking action.  

 

The empirical data that was gathered for this thesis was profoundly reviewed in order 

to find the patterns that could be used to answer the research questions. The collected 

data could then be presented in the order of the components consumerism, consumer 

behavior, and competition and branding. Subsequently, the presentation of this 

collected data enabled it to draw conclusions later on in the thesis.  

 

3.7 Quality of research  

3.7.1 Validity  

Bryman and Bell (2015) explain validity as one of the three criteria for assessment the 

research within the field of management and business administrations. This criteria 

aims to evaluate whether a method research the supposed area chosen to be researched. 

The conclusions need to correctly reflect the reality of what has been studied (Yin, 

2011). A qualitative research enables researchers to gain an in-depth understanding 

when collecting the data. Even though, it is easy to misconstrue the respondents’ 

signals and a risk of interpreting those signals are almost unavoidable. In order to avoid 

this happening, Denscombe (2016) introduces respondence validation that enables 

researchers to return to the respondents for confirmation. Triangulation is another way 

to increase validity, that concerns cross-checking multiple data sources where multiple 

sources of data is used, in purpose of corroboration. Within qualitative research, it is 

more than often possible to rely on triangulation in order to enhance the credibility, 
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what means the use of multiple sources of data need to converge (Kumar, 2014; 

Densecombe, 2010).  

 

To ensure validity for this thesis the data was interpreted and examined separately by 

the interviewers to collect different perspectives and better understanding of the 

information. Moreover, to ensure that the understandings were valid, triangulation was 

used. Because of the complex issue the thesis is investigating, the gathered data was 

also sent back to the interview respondents in order to ensure that no misinterpretations 

had been made.  

 

3.7.2 Reliability  

Reliability refers to how reliable a result truly is and whether the result would be 

different when measured the next time (Merriam, 2009). Furthermore, Patel and 

Davidson (2011) explains that it comes down to how well the survey is protected 

against random deviations. A measurement that yields different outcomes every time 

is seen as an unreliable result and cannot be trusted (Bryman & Bell, 2013). When 

performing interviews it is more difficult to measure reliability as the answers can be 

interpreted and assessed differently by the interviewers; therefore it is recommended 

by Patel and Davidson (2011) to use two interviewers to be able to compare the 

answers from the respondents. It is also highly recommended to record the interviews 

to be sure that the answers have been perceived correctly but also to strengthen how 

and why conclusions was drawn.  

 

To substantiate the reliability of this thesis two important factors were established. 

Firstly, the thesis is required to give the reader a clear picture of how the information 

was gathered and processed to acquire the conclusions. This is accomplished by a 

methodology chapter, which explains how the data was gathered and the underlying 

motives. Secondly, it is also important that the thesis can strengthen the provided 

answers and prove that the respondents’ answers not was manipulated. As the 

interviews are performed verbally, they are all audio recorded and then transcribed 

word by word. By doing it this way, all primary data is documented twice to strengthen 

the thesis reliability. Finally, an interview guide is also established to give the reader 

an insight about what questions that were asked.   
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3.8 Method criticism and limitations  

According to Yin (2011) the prime mean to create validity and reliability in a 

qualitative research is to show transparency of the research method and data. However, 

due to that it is impossible to analyze all data some parts will need to be left out and 

not submitted. Thus, researchers can decide to not present specific data that contravene 

their survey (ibid).   

 

According to Alvesson & Sköldberg (2009) a qualitative research involves a certain 

worldview, which in turn influence the interpretation and collection of the data. It is 

furthermore argued that combining a case-study and qualitative research leads to 

several limitations but particularly the question regarding generalizability (ibid). 

While it is explained by Yin (2011) that statistical generalization is not suited for 

qualitative research, there is another alternative for qualitative studies titled analytical 

generalization. To use this type of generalization Yin (2014) argues that the researcher 

first need to show that the study can elucidate concepts or theoretical constructs but 

also that the same theory can be practiced in similar situations. Thereafter the findings 

of the study should demonstrate if the empirical findings is supported or the theory 

challenged as well as in what ways.  This thesis will therefore be using analytical 

generalization to see how the findings can help with understanding how a global brand 

strategy can be used in order to increase consumption of products. 

 

During the thesis progress several issues also emerged that limited the research in some 

way or another. The first problem was the limited knowledge the respondents had 

about consumerism, which we solved through profound research concerning the 

phenomenon consequences which later was asked questions about. Furthermore, by 

clarifying consumerism during the interviews we could assure that the respondents had 

the correct comprehension of the phenomenon. Another limitation that was 

encountered during the process of the thesis appeared during the gathering of the 

empirical findings where we found problems in obtaining Swedish firms suited for our 

research. The thesis only managed to get hold of three Swedish firms with different 

sizes; therefore we instead put our major focus on acquiring respondents with positions 

that had all the knowledge and experience we needed in order to strengthen the 

empirical findings validity.  
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Although the thesis is written in English the interviews were performed in Swedish to 

ease the process for the thesis authors as well as the respondents for the reason that all 

of the participants have Swedish as native language. Therefore it was also necessary 

to translate them into English afterwards which consequently mean some phrases can 

be lost in translation. However, to guarantee that no misinterpretations was made 

during the translation the thesis used respondent validation.   

 

3.8.1 Ethical considerations  

Questions regarding validity and reliability are important for all up-to-date research, 

however it is equally important that the research is implemented in an ethical correct 

way (Merriam 2009). Due to this, Walker (1980:35) developed four specific aspects a 

researcher need to take into consideration when performing a qualitative case study. 

These are: (1) “that the researchers becomes too engaged in their questionnaire or the 

situation that is studied, (2) that confidentiality and anonymity should be considered 

regarding the respondents, (3) that different interest groups want to receive the 

research results and control it and finally (4) the reader's inability to differ between the 

collected information and the researcher's interpretation of it”. 

 

To ensure that the thesis have been conducted in an ethical correct way, all the 

respondents have during the interview being offered full anonymity and requests of 

confidentiality have been taken into consideration to ensure that the published results 

not will harm the respondents. To ensure voluntarism from the respondents, all case 

companies were informed when contacted about the purpose of the study and how their 

expertise would contribute.  
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4 Empirical findings  

The following chapter will present the empirical findings gathered for this 

thesis. The chapter starts with a brief introduction of the interviews. To 

ease the process for the reader the chapter is structured in the same way 

as the theoretical framework, in the order of the components consumerism, 

consumer behavior, global competition and global brand strategy.  

 

4.1 Cases  

The case firms have all been founded in Sweden and are today operating 

internationally and  in the Chinese market. All the respondents have great experience 

from the Chinese market and have today positions that involves conducting business 

and marketing activities in China. Moreover, two of the interviews where held over 

telephone, while one where completed through Skype. All interviews were carried out 

between the 9th and 12th of May 2016.  

 

4.2 Consumerism 

Langfalck points out that the Chinese market has enormous potential for IKEA because 

of the large population and for the reason that the market is continuously developing. 

She explains that regions outside larger cities have started to become wealthier and 

more exposed to Western brands. Consequently, she means that this has affected the 

Chinese consumers in how shopping today has become a major interest in the country 

where the whole population possess more money to spend. Furthermore, Langfalck 

also states that the Chinese government continuously institute new rules that are 

changing the business environment but also has started to encourage the population to 

do more business and move towards an economic expansion which consequently have 

led to an increased competition.  

 

Hedenberg explains that SCA is well aware of the transition that the Chinese 

government is implementing from the export and production driven economy towards 

an economy driven by consumers, thus leading to the emerging phenomenon 

consumerism. He states that this shift will have a positive influence on the 

consumption. However, as SCA already is experiencing a strong growth on the 

Chinese market as well as already producing relatively inexpensive and basic products 
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for the everyday life, Hedenberg believes that the effects will not be remarkable for 

the firm.  

 

Ahlström describes that Bellman & Symfon has during the latest decennary seen that 

China has changed. One main difference is that the Chinese government has started to 

take more responsibility for the individual citizen. This is in line with Bellman & 

Symfon’s industry since the Chinese government has initiated programs in terms of 

rehabilitation for hearing. He moreover states an example where the government has 

started to give prescriptions for these products with financial aid. With this, Ahlströms 

clarifies that there is nowadays a clear consumer perspective in China. Nevertheless, 

Ahlström explains that the firm has not yet experienced any effects from consumerism 

which can be a matter of their firms niched product field. 

 

4.3 Consumer behavior 

Langfalck stresses that the Chinese consumer behavior is crucial to understand and 

moreover how it is different in comparison to other countries and explain that IKEA 

had to change their product catalogue in order to adjust to the different references and 

knowledge. Moreover, Langfalck explains that the Chinese consumers prefer Western 

brands rather than the domestic ones because the Chinese brands are associated with 

low quality, unreliability and low credibility. It is moreover explained by her that the 

Chinese market is fragmented into several different markets consisting of different 

cultures and consumer needs rather than one homogenous market. She also pointed 

out that the Chinese consumers is today more fixated with brands and good looking 

designs of the products to demonstrate a good appearance within the scope of their 

lifestyles. An example is given from Langfalck where a Chinese couple is getting 

married and their prime matter is to get good looking wedding pictures. Due to this, 

she stresses the high need for status and “showing off” in the country. In addition, 

Langfalck argues that the Chinese consumers also prefer Western brands because 

domestic firms have historically tend to be involved in scandals.  

 

According to Langfalck, the Chinese consumers’ values have also changed between 

generations and noticeable is that the new generation is becoming richer and more 

interested in spending money rather than saving them. She further explains that it is 

because the new generation is not as interested in creating families and taking care of 
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retired relatives as previous generations have been. Nevertheless, she describes the 

Chinese consumers as generally very economical and well-prepared who frequently 

compare prices to find the best deal. In order to understand the Chinese consumers 

needs she states that domestic personnel is the most important tool for IKEA where 

knowledge and insight can be gathered and used to later develop well suited strategies. 

Furthermore, Langfalck also mentions that IKEA is using a number of different 

research methods and specific focus groups in China to truly comprehend the 

consumers’ needs and wants.  

 

Hedenberg clarifies that consumer behavior is critical to understand for SCA. 

However, he emphasizes that the Chinese consumers’ basic behavior is pretty much 

the same as in the rest of the world and further gives an example where he points out 

that all parents want to buy diapers in order to take care of their child but also to ease 

the process for themselves. Although China's consumers do hold the same basic 

behavior they differ in a large number of other ways and Hedenberg points out that 

firms need to be immensely cautious when conducting business in the country. Further, 

he explains that China can be divided into several different regions with subcultures, 

large income differences and various needs. For example Hedenberg explains that 

while diapers are rarely used on the countryside, the demand is extremely high in the 

cities. He also contend that the Chinese consumers do consider recommendations from 

experts such as doctors very seriously which influence their purchasing decisions in a 

high degree. Moreover, it is particularly in the cultural aspect the Chinese consumers 

is different according to Hedenberg. However, another trend he argues is noticeable is 

that the Chinese consumers is awfully skeptical against domestic products and rather 

search for more imported products that are produced by famous Western brands. He 

furthermore argue that the skepticism is a result of former scandals where domestic 

firms have been involved. This has led to that the Chinese consumers does not want to 

take any risks and rather choose the more expensive and famous foreign brand. 

Hedenberg points out that as the Chinese consumers becomes wealthier they can afford 

more expensive products. To understand the consumer behavior and find new trends 

Hedenberg states that SCA is primarily using market researches and trend analysis.  

 

Ahlström describes that the understanding of Bellman & Symfon’s consumers 

pervades their business culture; therefore the firm always prioritize their consumers 
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and have the consumers in focus by understanding their needs and wants. Furthermore 

he explains that one of the major reasons for establishing an office in China was to 

come closer to their consumers and to acquire a better understanding of their needs 

with the help of local employees. Ahlström explains that the consumer behavior and 

especially culture in China is very distinct; thus Bellman & Symfon are working with 

more than 300 partners in China that continuously meet and evaluate the domestic 

consumers’ wants and needs to further tune their offer accordingly. Chinese consumers 

are today very brand aware and Western brands is considered to have a higher status 

compared to local brands, however Ahlström also points out that price is an important 

force deciding what brand that finally will be chosen. Moreover, he states that the 

brand awareness is higher in larger cities than in the countryside. He also explains that 

the Chinese consumers has started to adopt a personality more similar to the one in 

Western countries and that the Chinese attitude is though where focus lies on doing 

career.      

 

4.4 Competition  

Langfalck stresses that the competition is incredibly high in the fragmented Chinese 

market since IKEA is both competing against other large foreign firms, rapidly 

growing domestic firms but also entrepreneurs from domestic marketplaces. She 

moreover argues that the competition increased quickly during the years she operated 

in the market and that it was especially noticeable how the domestic firms were taking 

market shares through cutting-prices and selling copies which required IKEA to 

respond to. It is further argued by Langfalck that it is necessary for IKEA to analyze 

competitors in order to understand the firm's position relative to their competition. She 

points out that by analyzing the competing firms, IKEA can develop marketing mixes, 

products, communication and branding strategies, which all is adjusted accordingly to 

meet the competition. Langfalck underlines that even though it is important to 

understand what the consumer wants, it is equally important to develop products that 

is beyond the expectations of the consumer in order to distinguish the firm from the 

competition. As it is a constant battle for the consumers in the Chinese market, 

Langfalck explains that it is important for IKEA to acquire competitive advantages 

and points out that IKEA’s origin from Sweden has been used very effectively. 

According to Langfalck, Swedish brands are perceived as brands with a great 

reputation, good credibility, sincerely and straightforward with elegant designs in 
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China. Furthermore, she explains that IKEA also has achieved a competitive advantage 

by offering experiences such as the opportunity to enter complete furnished rooms and 

the possibility to dine in the store, but also partly because of the low prices that can be 

acquired through economies of scale.  

 

Hedenberg explains that the competition for SCA in China is extremely fierce and that 

the market probably possess the highest competition in the world as all firms performs 

the financial calculation where the market ends up looking fantastic because of the 

economic growth and increasing population wealth. However, he explains that what 

firms forget to take into consideration is that every firm is doing the same calculation, 

leading to a large amount of firms entering the market continuously and competing for 

the same consumers. Hedenberg moreover explains that firms conducting business in 

China is not only competing against domestic firms but also other Western and 

American firms as well as other Asian firms, who all want a share of the market. While 

it is impossible to evaluate all the competitors in the market, he explains that the most 

important and largest competing firms are frequently analyzed. By examining the 

competing firms products and marketing strategies it possible for SCA to acquire an 

understanding in how to differentiate themselves according to Hedenberg. In addition, 

it helps the firm to adjust their product choices and marketing strategies.  

 

He further argues that to be successful in the Chinese market it is of great significance 

to have a competitive advantage. He points out that while it is almost impossible to 

develop products that is best within all categories, it is possible to be best within one 

specific area, which can create a competitive advantage and moreover a reason for the 

consumer to purchase it. As an example he explains that SCA has been focusing on 

the fit within the areas of baby and feminine products, which has given the firm a 

competitive advantage against their competitors. He moreover explains that SCA also 

use their Scandinavian origin as a competitive advantage because it is associated with 

good quality, fashionable design and reliable reputation.  

 

Within Bellman & Symfon’s industry, it is described by Ahlström that there have been 

a lot of acquisitions and consolidations since 1990s where 30-40 actors in the global 

marketplace has been reduced to five actors. He further states that this has led to five 

major firms with large resources competing for the market shares. Ahlström explains 
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that Bellman & Symfon developed a star formula where the firm aims to be “best in 

class” and to communicate these values to the consumers. This is done by an attractive 

and interesting packaging that appeals to the consumers, that the information written 

on the packages are informative and is reasonable priced, which does not necessarily 

need to be the cheapest but where the consumers pay a price equivalent for what the 

product provides. It is furthermore explained by Ahlström that economies of scale 

favor Bellman & Symfon to keep prices reasonable.  

 

Concerning the intensity of the competition in China, Ahlström argue that the 

competition is almost nonexistent because the demand on the market is still low; thus 

leading to that firms rather waits with entering until a noticeable increase in demand 

is occurring. Ahlström also explains that Bellman & Symfon is in a niche market, 

which also explains the low competition. Nevertheless, he states that Bellman & 

Symfon believes in the market and want to be ready for when the demand starts to 

accelerate. While the competition today is low in the Chinese market Ahlström 

explains that it is still very important to analyze the firm's competitors and especially 

new challengers with innovative ideas. To meet competition Ahlström explains that 

Bellman & Symfon use the Scandinavian origin as a competitive advantage because 

firms from the region has a good reputation where the products is associated with high 

quality and elegant design.       

 

4.5 Global brand strategy  

Langfalck explains that IKEA’s brand identity is anchored on high quality and low 

price so the consumers get much product for the money. IKEA also wants to be 

perceived as having products that simplify life at home for the user and outside of 

Sweden, IKEA in addition wants to be perceived as a firms with Swedish roots. 

Langfalck describes IKEA has a global brand and does not want to change this due to 

all advantages that comes with having a global brand. Even though, Langfalck argues 

IKEA needs to have a balance between the global brand and having a local brand. 

IKEA wants to provide a global brand as far as possible but so local as needed. The 

difference in how the brand positioning differs in China compare to the rest of the 

world has decreased. Earlier IKEA reluctant had the brand positioning of high quality 

and high price in China, what after a while succeeded to be moved towards their global 

brand positioning of high quality and low price. 
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IKEA wants their consumers to have experiences, associations and the feeling with the 

firms of being creative, humans, functional, reliable and Swedish. IKEA can ensure 

their consumers are having these right associations, by their concept of how to set up 

the stores, and how to show their solutions among others. Moreover, it is crucial to 

measure these associations to be able to work for changing the associations if they turn 

out to be negative. Langfalck moreover argues that IKEA in China continuously works 

to elaborate intense, active loyalty relationships between the brand and consumers. To 

ensure the consumer’s needs are fulfilled several of perspectives needs to be analyzed, 

everything from how IKEA stores and e-commerce are designed when their consumers 

are buying their products to follow-up if the consumers are choosing home delivery 

and it is then crucial to know their experiences of this home delivery. Customer 

researches are a crucial part in creating the loyal relationships and are continuously 

done two times a year.  

 

Since China is such a huge market, the Chinese consumer behavior has affected 

IKEA’s choice and design of their global brand strategy. It is important to be focused 

at product oriented problems such as humidity climate but also some assortment 

development due to the huge country. Depending on how the consumer behavior is 

changing the brand strategy needs to be adjusted. If the changing consumer behavior 

results in difficulties for IKEA to keep the low price, then IKEA needs evaluate and 

maybe renew their brand strategy in order to keep their brand positioning. Therefore, 

the brand strategy may needs to be adapted depending on the current situation to be 

able to hold onto their business idea. The competitors in the China have not affected 

IKEA in their brand positioning. If IKEA would meet increased competition Langfalck 

further on describes that brand strategy is based on the positioning IKEA wants to have 

and to achieve this positioning it depends on where IKEA is positioned today. Those 

arrangements can depend due to the current positioning in relation to the desirable 

positioning. What action to take depends on in what category the competition will 

compete with IKEA. However, the brand strategy will not be affected rather than the 

general business strategy what will be adjusted in order to adjust to the specific 

competition.  
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Hedenberg describes that SCA’s brand identity is anchored on being a Swedish brand 

this association of being a Swedish brand is SCA actively working with especially in 

China. SCA also want their brand to be associated with having good fit of their product, 

premium products and close to the consumers among others. To communicate this 

brand identity to their consumers, Hedenberg declares that SCA mainly uses digital 

marketing and digital tools such as social media. SCA uses a global brand platform 

what is the foundation of their brand and therefore the same visual expressions in all 

their geographical locations is used. What differs in China, is that the firm emphasizes 

certain matters such as specific features of their products to adapt to Chinese 

consumers needs and wants. Thus, SCA provides a global brand with fine tuning in 

the global market and adjustments to the Chinese market. Furthermore, Hedenberg 

describes that SCA’s brand positioning in general is the same all around the world, but 

since it is an imported premium brand in China the pricing is higher compared to 

foreign and local competitors in this market. Therefore there is a difference in terms 

of pricing between the brand positioning in China compared to Sweden.  

 

Hedenberg argues that SCA wants to convey the feelings and associations of simplify 

life for the user. The products aim to be carefree, easy to use, not noticeable and 

discrete. Therefore, the brand aims to create the feeling for consumers of having the 

ability to do what they want to do and live the life they want to live. By communicate 

this to consumers, all visual expressions, verbal expressions and all senses are used. 

Partly it is important to constantly be focused on innovations to simplify products, and 

partly how to work with communication. All media need to be controlled, what is done 

by global guidelines, so the brand is expressed in the right way what can be done 

through everything from the text on their website to what type of campaigns the firm 

have in progress. To ensure these associations and feeling are perceived in the right 

way by consumers, they are asked about SCA’s marketing and a regular tracking of 

the firm’s marketing is done to understand how the marketing was perceived and what 

penetration power it had. To further on create active, loyal relationships SCA works 

with offers to create loyalty, privileges consumers gets the more they buy, ambassadors 

who can spread the word and maybe most fundamental to provide products that 

consumers like. To ensure consumers are satisfied with their product, Hedenberg 

declares that SCA works with different types of market research and tracking.  
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The Chinese consumer behavior has in some extent influenced SCA’s choice of brand 

strategy. Hedenberg explains the technological platform is standardized but 

adjustments can be done after certain needs in the Chinese market. However, the global 

brand strategy would not be changed due to a changing consumer behavior, but still 

adjustments could be made. SCA is moreover adjusting their branding due to the 

competition in the Chinese market in terms of positioning and differentiation. The 

fierce competition can affect what products SCA sells in the Chinese market, the firm’s 

innovation plans, how to upgrade products and how to adjust the marketing to China. 

Even though, Hedenberg argues that SCA wants to keep their global brand strategy for 

as long as possible and they do not want to develop a totally unique strategy for China.  

 

Ahsltröms explains that Bellman & Symfon is a global firm and therefore Ahlströms 

role is to ensure that the firm’s branding looks the same all around the world, due to 

their policy “one company one face”. The content of the brand, what the brand is to 

present in the shape of tonality, what to think, feel and do when getting in contact with 

the brand – all this features are compiled on a global level. When it then comes to how 

to work with the brand on a local level in China, it is more about what load-bearings 

that are used to spread the brand - how to channel it out to the market. Ahlström argues 

that Bellman & Symfon’s brand positioning looks the same all over the world, and can 

be defined as “best in class” what Ahlström describes as the best balanced price what 

represent the product.  

 

Ahlström clearly explains that Bellman & Symfon want their consumers to perceive 

their brand as the expert and the guide within the field the firm operates. They want to 

be known as the brand that are having the knowledge in the field of hearing. The firm’s 

website is the main channel for Bellman & Symfon to spread this brand identity to 

their consumers. Moreover, Ahlström explains it is much about how to write and 

transmit their messages. The firm has an uniformity they try to follow what aims to be 

basal, easy to understand and apparent for consumers. Bellman & Symfon’s website 

is also the main point of information to create brand followers and to elaborate intense, 

active loyalty relationships between their brand and consumers. Bellman & Symfon 

works through partners and creating loyal relationships is mainly done through these 

partners and in a small scale by themselves. By ensure that the consumers’ needs are 



  

 

47 

satisfied, Bellman & Symfon works with reference groups when initiating a new 

product.  

 

When it comes to what type of experiences and associations the firm wants the 

consumer to have with the brand, Ahlström explains that Bellman & Symfon wants to 

deliver a general impression of their brand. More specific, Ahlström explains there are 

some specific elements that make a consumer to choose one product before another, 

and Bellman & Symfon wants to create these elements and this general impression by 

emotional qualifications. These emotional qualifications can for example be how their 

packages is designed and a clear imagery manual easy for consumers to understand. 

Moreover, Ahlstöm explains how these features are standardized and are used in 

Europe as well as in China. This further explains the Swedish expressions and the 

Scandinavian quality Bellman & Symfon provides in China what differs from all 

Chinese products in the Chinese market.  

 

Ahlström moreover declares that Bellman & Symfon does not make any difference 

between China and the rest of the world in how to meet an increasing competition with 

branding. They still want to compete with their competitor by their positioning, their 

star formula by being “best in class” and to communicate these values to the 

consumers. In order to meet a potential increasing competition in China, Ahlström also 

describes they would still proudly communicate their Scandinavian roots and probably 

not do any other changes. If the consumer behavior in China would change, Bellman 

& Symfon will also in this scenario hold onto their Scandinavian roots. 
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5 Analysis  

In this chapter the literature framework and empirical findings will be 

connected in order to perform the thesis analysis. Furthermore, this will 

be achieved by comparing the differences and similar ities between 

previous research and our empirical data. This part will be structured in 

the same way as the previous chapter.  

 

5.1 Consumerism 

It is argued by Durning (1991) that it is through a country's transition to a consumer 

driven economy the phenomenon consumerism emerges. The empirical findings 

clearly shows that all the cases have noticed this shift and are aware of the positive 

consumption focus it brings. The respondent from SCA argues that the consumption 

in China generally have increased while the respondent from IKEA explains that the 

Chinese consumers have become wealthier and has an increasing interest in shopping. 

This correlates with what Wright and Rogers (2010) explain as a consumerist society 

where people dedicates a large amount of their time and money to consume goods. 

Furthermore, the respondent from Bellman & Symfon instead argues that they have 

noticed an increasing consumer responsibility from the government. We can therefore 

state that consumerism leads to several changes in the Chinese market for foreign firms 

doing business in the country. It is also explained by all respondents that they have felt 

the government's action to increase the consumer spendings. It is stated by Stearns 

(1997) that consumerism emerge primarily from three effects; a larger spread of stores, 

new financial instruments and increasing marketing activities. It can therefore also be 

argued that the Chinese government have a major impact to increase consumption of 

products. Furthermore, the empirical findings show that the phenomenon consumerism 

has so far had an impact on IKEA while SCA and Bellman & Symfon have not felt 

any remarkable effects. There is a distinct difference in whether the cases have 

experienced any effects from consumerism. We can therefore argue that consumerism 

has affected both the Chinese market as well as the cases in different ways and extent.  

 

5.2 Consumer behavior  

Zitkus and Puskoriute (2013) argue that it is crucial for firms to understand the 

consumer behavior in order to succeed on the market because when the firm knows 
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what the consumer wants, it can concentrate on fulfilling them. This corresponds with 

what all of our respondents have stated where each of them stressed the importance of 

understanding the consumer behavior. Furthermore, Kim et al. (2002) argue that 

consumer needs vary due to socio-economic, individual preferences and cultural 

differences, which are all forces that are very distinct in countries such as China and 

consequently important to understand. It is also stated by Engel, Blackwell and 

Miniard (2006) that the consumers’ needs, wants and decision making process can be 

understood through examining the individual preferences as well as cultural forces. 

From our empirical findings it can be confirmed by all of our respondents that the 

Chinese consumer behavior is very distinctive in individual as well as cultural aspects. 

In addition, all respondents argue that the Chinese consumer behavior is continuously 

changing and need to be analyzed. Thus, we argue that it is of great significance for 

Swedish firms to understand the forces that influence the Chinese consumer behavior. 

We can also argue that China's current transition is changing the Chinese consumer 

behavior and that these changes need to be taken into consideration for Swedish firms 

conducting business in China.  

     

It is emphasized by the respondents from IKEA and Bellman & Symfon that the 

Chinese consumers are immensely economical in terms of comparing prices, which 

often is a determinative factor for what brand that will be purchased. These findings 

can be seen to be coherent with the theory regarding that the Chinese consumers have 

an extensive amount of savings in order to take care of the family retirements and pay 

for their children's education (Yao, Xiao & Liao, 2015; Yao et al., 2011; Keyu, 2016). 

Our empirical findings can moreover be linked with the Chinese national culture 

dimensions Indulgence and Collectivism where China scores 24 respectively 20, 

indicating little leisure time and a restrained society but also that family and 

relationships are prioritized (Hofstede Centre, 2016). However, the respondent from 

IKEA points out that the new generation is becoming less interested in forming 

families and nurture their relatives whilst they concurrently get richer and more 

interested in spending money rather than saving them. It is also argued by the 

respondent from SCA that a noticeable new trend is that the Chinese consumers rather 

buy more expensive brands from Western firms than domestically produced. A 

connection to Foot’s (1997) theory regarding that the analysis of a country's 

demographics leads to the detection of new trends can be made. A deviation between 



  

 

50 

the empirical findings and theory can therefore be acknowledged concerning the 

Chinese consumers’ fundings and lifestyle. Thus, we argue that the Chinese consumers 

often compare prices and have previously been very economical. However, from our 

empirical findings we can identify a changing consumer behavior in China between 

generations where the consumer today is more interested in spending money on 

expensive brands. 

 

It is argued by Engel, Blackwell and Miniard (2006) that the knowledge a consumer 

possess regarding a specific product has major influence on their purchase choice. 

Furthermore, Tripathi (2015) also stresses that the consumers’ decision is affected by 

their attitude since a negative attitude makes the consumer to exclude alternatives 

directly. This can be related to our empirical findings where all respondents states that 

the Chinese consumers is very skeptical to domestic brands and rather search for 

foreign brands to purchase. Both the respondents from SCA and IKEA believes that it 

is because of previous scandals where domestic firms have been involved. 

Nevertheless, it is also argued by the respondents from IKEA and Bellman & Symfon 

that the reason is because foreign brands have a higher status than local brands and 

furthermore because the Chinese consumers increased their brand awareness. Our 

empirical findings correlates with Ye, Bose and Pelton's (2012) as well as Liu's (2009) 

argument that the Chinese consumers are buying specific brands to attain a special 

social status. Moreover, our findings can also be related to that the Chinese consumers 

today are more well-informed (Chan & Cui, 2004; Li, Robson & Coates, 2013). The 

respondent from SCA explains that the Chinese consumers often seek advice and 

recommendations from experts, which can be linked with the theories regarding an 

increasing knowledge from Chinese consumers. Based on the correlation between our 

empirical findings and theory we argue that the Chinese consumers today possess more 

knowledge, which in turn change their attitudes towards certain brands and products. 

Moreover, we can argue that foreign brands offer a higher social status based on that 

the empirical findings were coherent with the literature review.  

 

It is stressed by Leung et al. (2005) that national culture has a great impact on business 

activities and is an important component to take into consideration when doing 

international business. This can be confirmed from our empirical findings where all 

respondents expressed the importance of understanding the culture when conducting 
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business in China. Furthermore it is argued by both Hofstede (1980) and Kim et al. 

(2002) that China has a national culture which is distinctive in comparison to other 

countries. This is strengthen by the data gathered from Hofstedes centre (2016) where 

major discrepancies between Swedish and Chinese national cultures can be found in 

five of the six categories. China's distinctive culture is confirmed by all respondents 

who clarifies that there are substantial differences in China's culture compared to their 

firms’ origin culture. However, it is also explained by the respondent from Bellman & 

Symfon that the consumer behavior differ between the Chinese countryside and larger 

cities in the matter of brand awareness. This is confirmed by the respondents from 

IKEA and SCA who explains that the Chinese market is fragmented into several 

regions where culture and consumption patterns differ. In addition, the respondents 

from IKEA and Bellman & Symfon states that regions outside the larger cities have 

started to adopt personalities similar to the Western personality. These empirical 

findings correlates with the theory from Zhou et al. (2010) and Ralston et al. (1996) 

who explain that the Chinese market is fragmented into different regions consisting of 

ranging consumer needs. It is moreover stated by Engel, Blackwell and Miniard (2006) 

that a majority of the population have left the rural areas and moved to larger cities as 

a consequence of the transition to consumer driven economy. It can therefore be argued 

that the Chinese consumers’ personality have changed as well as that the Chinese 

culture is extremely complex because differences in both the countries national and 

regional culture has been acknowledged. Hence, we can also confirm that the empirical 

findings is in line with the theory and furthermore verify the importance for firms to 

understand both the Chinese consumer needs in each region as well as the distinctive 

national culture.  

 

5.3 Global competition  

When a country transition into a consumer oriented economy and consumerism 

emerges, not only international firms want to grasp the new opportunities from the 

increasing consumption but also the domestic firms, which in turn leads to a fiercer 

competitive environment (Huo, Zhao, & Zhou, 2014). Moreover, the competition in 

China has according to Cao (2011) and Geib and Lumb (2007) increased substantially 

over the years from both foreign as well as domestic firms because of the opportunities 

in the market. These theories can be correlated with the answers from SCA and IKEA 

who states that the competition in China is extreme and constantly increases because 
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competitors comes from all over the world but also domestically to take part of the 

market profits. However, the respondent from Bellman & Symfon argues that the 

competition is almost nonexistent for their firm in the Chinese market because the 

demand is low and firms thus rather waits to enter. Our empirical findings can be 

related to Porter's theory (1985) which emphasis that competition within industries can 

vary widely because of different opportunities, entry barriers and products. By 

connecting our empirical findings with the theory it can be argued that the competition 

in China is increasing within the industries where opportunities can be spotted and 

large profits grasped.  

 

As competition is increasing it is according to Porter (1985) crucial for firms to analyze 

their competitors. The reason is to understand their current position as well as how to 

take advantage of new opportunities and moreover to meet the intense competition 

through specific marketing activities. This can be related to our empirical findings 

where all respondents emphasize the importance of analyzing competitive firms. 

Moreover it also corresponds with the empirical findings from the respondents of 

IKEA and SCA who states that through analysis, marketing strategies and product 

adjustments can be made to respond to the competition. It is furthermore argued by 

Williamson and Zeng (2004) that the local competition is rapidly increasing in China 

and is of great significance for foreign firms to take into consideration in order to 

succeed in the market. This correlates with our findings from the respondents of IKEA 

and SCA who stresses the rapidly increasing competition from domestic firms. The 

respondent from IKEA also points out that the domestic firms have started to take 

markets shares through cutting-prices and selling copies which they had to respond to. 

This corresponds with what Porter (1985) describes as a high competitive intensity 

where rivalry is increasing through price wars, more advertising and more promotions. 

We can therefore after connecting our empirical findings with the existing theory infer 

that when competition is increasing, it becomes more important to analyze competitors 

as well as understanding how to implement marketing activities. Moreover, we can 

state that the domestic firms contribute to a high competitive intensity which foreign 

firms need to respond to. This can be linked together with Porter's (1985) reasoning 

that it is important for firms to understand the issues that international as well as 

domestic competition causing within a country.  
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When the competition becomes more intensified it is argued by Murkerjee (2016) that 

it is crucial for firms to acquire competitive advantages against their competitors. This 

is confirmed from our empirical findings where all respondents express the need for 

competitive advantages to meet competition. Furthermore, Porter (1985) states that 

there are two different types of competitive advantages; low cost or differentiation 

advantages, which can vary widely depending on industry. The low cost type is an 

advantage where the firm strife to produce for a low cost and sell for a lower price than 

the competitors while the differentiation advantage is where the firm seeks to be 

unique within some area. Our empirical findings demonstrates that all respondents use 

the Scandinavian origin as a competitive advantage because it is related with elegant 

product designs, credibility and high quality. Moreover, the respondent from IKEA 

explains that competitive advantages have been achieved by offering consumers the 

opportunity to see complete furnished rooms and the possibility to dine in the store. 

The respondent from SCA instead explains that competitive advantages are 

accomplished through developing products that are unique in some areas and better 

than the competitors. According to Bhaumik, Driffield and Ying (2016) economies of 

scale is an important competitive advantage for firms in China which is confirmed by 

the respondents from IKEA and Bellman & Symfon who both states that economies 

of scale helps them acquire cost advantages. We can therefore argue that firms must 

have competitive advantages in order to meet the increasing competition. It can also 

be inferred when connecting our empirical findings with theory that both 

differentiation and low cost advantages can be used to meet competition. Moreover we 

can through the findings state that the Scandinavian origin is a competitive advantage 

for Swedish firms.  

 

5.4 Global brand strategy  

Kumar and Nayak (2014) as well as Kim and Lehto (2013) argue that having an unique 

and strong brand identity can build strong and emotional connection between brands 

and consumers. This is confirmed by all the respondents who emphasize the 

importance of having a strong brand identity. Even though all cases have their own 

unique brand identity all the three cases emphasizing the fact of being a Swedish brand 

that is explained by Nunes et al. (2010) that foreign firms are considered to have good 

reputation in China. The second common denominator between their brand identities 

refers to high quality. This high quality focus is confirmed by Nunes et al. (2010) who 
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explain Chinese consumers are open-minded to try any brand regardless of origin, if 

only the brand provides high quality. We can therefore argue that the empirical 

findings correspond to the theory that stresses the importance of having a brand that 

indicates high quality as well as benefit from being a foreign firm in China.  

 

Kapferer (2005) emphasis the post-global brand, what refers to firms getting closer to 

consumers and it therefore becomes more relevant of using a local concept instead of 

a global concept. This can be related to our empirical findings where the respondents 

from IKEA and SCA state they provide a global brand with adjustments to the local 

market in China. The respondent from IKEA argue the firm provides a global brand as 

far as possible but so local as needed, while the respondent from SCA states they 

provide a global brand with adjustments to the Chinese market. This correlates with 

the argue that it is important of find the balanced proportion between having a local 

and global brand (Kapferer, 2005). Furthermore, the respondent from Bellman & 

Symfon argues that they provide a global brand where the local work is more about 

how to communicate the brand to consumers. This is an identified deviation from what 

Paine (2010) is stating regarding that foreign firms operating in the Chinese market 

need to adapt to local conditions. Thus it can be argued that the empirical findings can 

tell that all respondents agree upon that the global brand strategy needs to hold on to. 

However, the cases shows different levels of adaption to the local market that indicates 

it not obvious for firms to what extent they need to adapt to the Chinese market.  

 

Keller (2013) emphasizes that the main marketing goals can be achieved at the same 

time its enable firms to be more competitive by the use of a distinct brand positioning. 

From our empirical findings it can be confirmed by the respondents that all the cases 

have distinct brand positioning what all clearly explains why to buy and use their 

brands. Furthermore, Kapferer (2005) argues the brand positioning may needs to be 

modified in comparison to the origin market, depending on the local competitive 

situation. Even though, the respondent from IKEA explains the fierce competition in 

China has not affected IKEA in their brand positioning, what goes for Bellman & 

Symfon as well since their brand positioning is the same all over the world. However, 

the respondent from SCA explains that there is a difference in brand positioning for 

SCA in China in terms of pricing, what earlier also was the situation for IKEA even 

though this was not what the firm aimed for. This is implied by Kapferer (2005) who 
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emphasize it can be necessary for some firms to separate the domestic and the 

international positioning. We can argue our empirical findings imply the importance 

in having a distinct brand positioning in order to be more competitive. Furthermore it 

can be identified that the brand positioning tends to be different for Swedish firms in 

China in terms of pricing, even though it is not always an active choice.  

 

According to Keller (2013) a distinct positioning but also brand resonance, enable 

firms to be more competitive and increase consumption of products by creating brand 

awareness, associations, attachments and loyal relationships. This is the main body 

when creating the brand equity, what all the three cases frequently working with. 

Moreover, all respondents have well-developed course of actions to ensure the 

consumers have the right associations with the brand. This is supported by the 

literature review as Keller (2013) argues a challenge important to manage is to assure 

the consumers have the right type of associations with the brand. Brand equity can 

only be reached at the moment consumers have the right associations and feelings with 

the brand. Thus, it is demonstrated that the empirical findings support the literature 

review, and we can affirm firms need to ensure consumers have the right associations 

and feelings with the brand.  

 

5.4.1 A global brand strategy in the context of consumer behavior  

After completed the analysis of the Chinese consumer behavior we can identify a 

changing consumer behavior in China between different generations where the 

consumers today are more interested in spending money on expensive brands. 

Moreover, the Chinese consumers nowadays possess more knowledge, which in turn 

change their attitudes towards certain brands and products. Therefore, we can argue 

that Chinese consumers nowadays are more willing to spend their money, but the 

consumers on the contrary have become more selective in terms of brands. Due to 

above identifications, we can argue that this changing consumer behavior in China put 

pressure on firms and their global brand strategy. Furthermore, it can therefore be 

stated that branding has never been as important in the Chinese market as today. Keller 

(2013) explains that brand equity takes place when the consumers have strong 

awareness, loyalty, association and attachments with the brand. These features need to 

be carefully planned for when the Chinese consumer behavior now is changing 

towards having more knowledge and being more selective in terms of brands. A firm's 
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brand identity and positioning thus need to be channeled out to the consumers that 

should primarily be done through China’s public relations what according to Nunes et 

al. (2010) provide opportunities for brands due to its high chances for payoff. Once 

the consumers have been analyzed, it enables firms to decide on their brand positioning 

whether it needs to be developed or not (Keller, 2013). Our empirical findings correlate 

with this theory in terms of how the cases should develop their global brand strategy 

to meet a changing consumer behavior in China. The respondent from IKEA gives an 

example if a changing consumer behavior results in difficulties for IKEA to keep their 

low price, then IKEA needs to see over their brand strategy in order to hold onto their 

brand positioning. IKEA would then do adjustments to not lose their positioning what 

in turn correlates with SCA’s strategy. The respondent from SCA argues that the 

Chinese consumer behavior has in some extent influenced their choice of brand 

strategy. The technology platform is standardized but adjustments can be done after 

certain needs in the Chinese market. Even though, the global brand strategy would not 

be changed due to a changing consumer behavior but adjustments could be 

implemented. We can thus argue that Swedish firms need to carefully evaluate their 

brand positioning since this is considered to be a key to strong marketing activities 

where the firms in turn can communicate their strong brand identity to create 

awareness, loyalty, association and attachments between the brand and consumers.  

 

A changing personality among Chinese consumers has in addition been identified that 

emphasizes the importance for firms to understand both the Chinese consumers’ needs 

in each region as well as the distinctive national culture. This correlates with our 

empirical findings since all respondents emphasize the importance of analyze each 

specific regions due to that the Chinese needs changes over regions. The evaluations 

of consumers’ needs have to be made frequently in order to keep up with the complex 

and dynamic environment. Due to this situation, it becomes even more important that 

brand messaging needs to convince Chinese consumers that the brand meets their 

needs (Nunes et al., 2010). Chinese consumers decide what to buy according to 

important matters for them such as a brand’s trustworthiness, reliability, and quality 

(ibid). This can be correlated with our empirical findings concerning that all 

respondents emphasized the importance of their Scandinavian origin, which is 

connected with credibility, elegant design, high quality and a good reputation. It was 

moreover specifically expressed by the respondent from Bellman & Symfon that if the 
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consumer behavior would change they would highlight the Scandinavian origin 

additionally. When firms use branding, it helps consumers obtain knowledge about 

products and services what elucidate their choice situations (Keller, 2013). By 

emphasize the Scandinavian roots, firms will also be able to create emotional benefits 

that is necessary to achieve brand equity (Keller, 2013) and it is further on described 

by Magni and Poh (2013) that emotional benefits have become the key buying factor 

for Chinese consumers. Thus, we can argue it will become important for Swedish firms 

in China to communicate their branding to consumers so they perceive trustworthiness, 

reliability and quality in terms of the firm’s Swedish roots to generate attachments, 

associations, awareness and more specific emotional connections.  

 

Kapferer (2005) moreover argues that by adapting and being a local brand, firms can 

identifying the local habits and needs of this market’s consumers in order to tune into 

these local needs what is needed to meet the changing Chinese consumer behavior. 

This does not correlates with our empirical since the respondents explain they all have 

global brands, with adjustments on the local level. Keller (2013) explains by creating 

strong, and unique brand associations the wanted brand meaning can be established 

what concerns how well the product meets consumers’ functional needs. We can thus 

argue that Swedish firms should in this matter adapt and being a local brand to 

recognize consumers’ needs in the complexed Chinese market. Moreover brand 

associations will be even more important in regions where firms having difficulties 

with identifying consumer’s needs.  

 

5.4.2 A global brand strategy in the context of an increasing competition 

After completed the analysis of the competition we can identify an increasing 

competition in the Chinese market. By connecting our empirical findings with the 

literature review it can be stated that the competition in China is increasing within the 

industries where opportunities can be spotted and large profits grasped. According to 

Aaker (1998) if firms develop a strong brand equity it enables firms to understand how 

the brand can affect consumer’s response to marketing activities of the brand, as well 

as how strategic marketing activities can create loyal relationships to consumers. As 

competition is increasing it is according to Porter (1985) and Keller (2013) crucial for 

firms to analyze their competitors. The reason is to understand how to take advantage 

of new opportunities and moreover how to meet the fierce competition by specific 
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marketing activities. This corresponds with the empirical findings from the 

respondents of IKEA and SCA who states that through an analysis of competitors, 

marketing strategies and product adjustments can be made to respond to the 

competition. Magni and Poh (2013) emphasize the importance of take advantage of a 

strong brand equity to create unique marketing activities where consumers become 

engage, that have shown to be a successful strategy among the Chinese consumers. 

We can thus argue this increasing competition in China requires that firms need to 

adapt and analyze competitors and further on also in each industry to understand how 

to implement successful market activities that create loyal relationships and brand 

equity.  

 

Moreover, we can argue that the domestic firms contribute to a high competitive 

intensity which foreign firms need to respond to. We can therefore argue that firms in 

China must have competitive advantages in order to meet the competition. According 

to Aaker (1998) brand equity is considered as an essential concept within business 

practice since it enables firms to create competitive advantages through strong brands. 

The respondents, as stated before, consider being a Swedish firm in China to be a 

competitive advantage that the firms should benefit from. It can also be inferred when 

connecting our empirical findings with theory that both differentiation and low cost 

advantages can be used to meet competition. Brand globalization is explained by 

Kapferer (2012) as a strategy to overcome local competition primarily by acquire three 

major benefits that global brands have the ability to create, that are a lower price, high 

speed of innovations and finally having an international position what all increase the 

attractiveness of global brands. Moreover, the respondents from IKEA and SCA also 

explain how innovative ideas and innovative entrepreneurs have begun to become 

more popular in China that brings the importance for firms to keep up with the 

innovations. According to Kapferer’s (2012) theory, foreign firms can acquire high 

speed of innovations due to brand globalization and thus can compete with the 

innovations in China.  

 

Keller (2013) moreover describes that once the competitors are defined and analyzed, 

the positioning will be next in line to examine that all the respondents also considered 

as an essential part in branding. By developing and maintain a distinct positioning the 

main marketing goals can be achieved at the same time its enable firms to be more 
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competitive. However, there is one specific market challenge firms may encounter, 

that is how firms should deal with competitive actions that are seen as a threat against 

current positioning. This corresponds to our empirical findings of how the cases should 

develop their global brand strategy to meet an increasing competition in China. The 

respondents from IKEA and SCA state they would do adjustments within their 

branding in terms of their positioning to ensure they not lose their positioning. Even 

though the brand strategy will not be affected of an increasing competition, rather the 

general business strategy what will be adjusted in order to adjust to the specific 

competition. The respondent from SCA argues they adjust their branding to the 

competition in the Chinese market in terms of positioning and differentiation. The 

fierce competition can affect what products SCA sells in the Chinese market, the firm’s 

innovations plans, how to upgrade products and how to adjust the marketing to China. 

Even though, they wants to keep their global brand strategy for as long as possible and 

they do not want to develop a totally unique strategy for China what is the same for 

IKEA. We can therefore argue that the brand positioning needs to be analyzed and 

maybe also renewed in order to not lose the current positioning but also be able to 

compete with the competitors. As brand positioning is considered as the key feature to 

create efficient marketing activities, it is essential for foreign firms to maintain their 

brand positioning under fierce competition since market activities was considered in 

earlier analysis to be necessary to overcome competition.  
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6 Conclusion 

This final chapter will start by answering the sub questions of the thesis 

which further enables us to provide an answer of the main research 

question. The generated answers thereafter makes it possible to give 

practical recommendations as well as addressing theoretical implications. 

Finally, the limitations of the research is stated and suggestions for further 

research made.  

 

6.1 Answering the research question 

When countries are growing it is required for them to transition into an economy driven 

by consumers which consequently generates the phenomenon consumerism. It can be 

stated that consumerism leads to both opportunities and challenges for firms and thus 

makes it important understand. Previous research has shown that China, the second 

largest economy in the world is rushing towards a society driven by consumerism 

leading to an increased consumption, however also characterized of a changing 

Chinese consumer behavior and increasing competitive environment. Furthermore, it 

is argued that only firms who adapt and evolve their brands will come out as winners 

from this transition. It can therefore be indicated that Swedish firms first need to 

acquire knowledge about the consequences consumerism brings in order to enable 

development of their global brand strategy that will lead to increase consumption of 

products. The purpose of this thesis has thus been to answer the main research question 

(MRQ): “How should Swedish firms develop their global brand strategy in order to 

increase consumption of products in China?”. This research question will be possible 

to answer in a profound way by first answering the two following sub-questions: (A) 

“How does consumerism change the Chinese consumer behavior?” and (B) “How 

should Swedish firms meet the increasing competition in China?”.  

 

(A) The first sub-question concerns how consumerism changes the Chinese consumer 

behavior. The literature review and empirical findings helped us identify three 

distinctive changes in the Chinese consumer behavior deriving from consumerism. 

These concerned economical, knowledge and personality changes. Previous research 

regarding the economic force stated that the Chinese consumers is incredibly thrifty 

which is confirmed from the empirical findings. However, the findings also 
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emphasized that the Chinese consumers have become more interested in spending 

money and started to purchase more expensive products. A deviation between theory 

and our findings was therefore acknowledged regarding the Chinese consumers 

spending patterns. Concerning knowledge, the literature review explained that the 

Chinese consumers today is more well-informed where it has become more important 

to buy certain specific brands. Our findings confirmed these theories, which stated that 

the Chinese consumers today have a higher brand awareness and knowledge about 

specific brands history. Finally, regarding the Chinese consumers changing personality 

the literature review explained that the Chinese market has both a national culture as 

well as subcultures fragmented into several regions consisting of different needs. This 

was confirmed by our findings which showed that Chinese consumers consumption 

patterns differed between regions but also that the national culture was truly 

distinctive. Our empirical findings could further explain that regions outside the larger 

cities have started to adopt a personality more alike the Western. Based on the 

information presented above we can first off conclude that the Chinese consumer 

behavior have changed. We can more specifically conclude that the Chinese 

consumers have changed their spending patterns, whilst they also have become more 

selective of what brand to purchase. Finally, we can conclude that China has both a 

national culture as well as subcultures which contain different personalities that are 

currently undergoing changes. 

 

(B) Our second sub question was aimed to answer how Swedish firms should meet the 

increasing competition in China. The literature review has stressed that when the 

competition increases it becomes more important to analyze competitors in order to 

understand the current position of the firm and how marketing activities should be 

implemented. Our empirical findings confirmed this by explaining the significance of 

understanding competitors as it helps them implement marketing strategies. Moreover, 

both the literature review and empirical findings emphasized the importance of 

responding to the increasing domestic competition in China. Furthermore, previous 

research demonstrated the importance for firms to have competitive advantages when 

competition accelerates. This has also been acknowledged from our findings which 

stressed that competitive advantages need to be acquired in order to meet competition. 

Additionally, the findings also demonstrated that the Swedish origin can be used as a 

strong competitive advantage. From our literature review it was shown that the 
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competition is fierce in China but that the intensity could vary depending on industry 

and opportunities. Our findings confirmed this as the competition and demand varied 

between the firms industries. Thus, we can draw the conclusion that Swedish firms 

need to analyze Chinese domestic competitors as well as international competitors in 

order to understand how marketing activities should be implemented in order to meet 

the competition. We can also conclude that competitive advantages is crucial in order 

to meet the increasing competition in China and more specifically that the 

Scandinavian origin should be used as one competitive advantage. We can finally also 

conclude that the Chinese markets competition vary due to the industry because firms 

are entering industries where opportunities can be grasped. 

 

(MRQ) The main research question of this thesis aims to examine how Swedish firms 

should develop their global brand strategy in order to increase consumption of products 

in China. This can be answered due to the gained understanding of how the consumer 

behavior in China is changing as well as how firms should meet the increasing 

competition. As the Chinese spending patterns have changed, the consumers have 

become more selective and the competition has increased, two key areas within 

branding have been identified for Swedish firms to focus on. These constitute of 

develop brand equity and a distinct brand positioning. By developing brand equity it 

enables firms to create a strong brand that can meet the selective consumers but also 

develop and emphasize their competitive advantages that is considered necessary to 

increase consumption of products. Our empirical findings show that Swedish firms in 

China can benefit from emphasize the Scandinavian roots and in turn use this 

competitive advantage in their global brand strategy. This enables Swedish firms to 

create wanted attachments and associations for the consumers that are needed in order 

to achieve brand equity. Moreover, firms need to communicate their brand identity to 

consumers and thereby increase the brand awareness. This should be done through 

public relations by clearly explain how the brand fulfills the consumer's needs that is 

identified as important for Chinese consumers. Except from communicating the brand 

identity, it will also be important for Swedish firms to communicate their distinctive 

brand positioning as it is considered to be the key of marketing strategy and also the 

second identified key area Swedish firms should put focus on. Thus, the brand 

positioning needs to be carefully analyzed by Swedish firms to be competitive in the 

marketplace. To decide whether to develop the brand positioning or not it has been 
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identified specific for China that it is necessary to first analyze domestic as well as 

international competitors. This in turn enables firms to affect consumer’s response to 

marketing activities of the brand that is considered important in China by both the 

literature review and the empirical findings. These marketing activities can therefore 

be adjusted to consumers and competitors in the Chinese market, which enables firms 

to create loyal relationships as an impact on brand equity. 

 

Moreover, the literature review and empirical findings indicated the importance of 

analyzing consumer’s needs in each region in China. Thus, Swedish firms need to 

focus their branding on creating brand associations as it is to prefer in regions where 

firms have difficulties with identifying consumer’s needs. Thus, it becomes even more 

important that brand messaging needs to convince Chinese consumers that the brand 

meets their needs in each specific regions. It has also been identified that the 

competition vary due to the industry that implies the competition needs to be analyzed 

from a perspective of industries. Therefore we can conclude that Swedish firms need 

to analyze both the Chinese consumer behavior and the competition simultaneously in 

each region and industry in China. If doing so, firms can decide on their brand-building 

programs such as brand positioning and brand equity. This enables firms to create the 

strongest possible brand by global brand strategy that will enable firms to achieve their 

main marketing goals as well as being more competitive that in turn will increase 

consumption of products.  

 

Furthermore, our empirical findings indicated the different levels of adaption to the 

local market. Due to the complexed Chinese market, it requires a lot of adaption to 

meet the local needs, but Swedish firms at the same time need to hold onto their global 

brand strategy and still emphasize the Scandinavian roots. However, due to the many 

advantages with a global brand as well as a local presented by the literature review we 

can conclude that it is crucial for Swedish firms to find a balance between having a 

local and global brand. We can conclude that this thesis have identified certain focus 

areas for Swedish firms to focus on within branding in order to develop a competitive 

global brand strategy and thereby increase consumption of products in the currently 

changing Chinese market.  
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6.2 Theoretical contributions  

Although a large amount of research concerning consumerism have been made, there 

are less studies of consumerism in emerging markets such as China. Furthermore, there 

is nearly non-existing previous research in the field of how foreign firms can develop 

marketing activities in China and also how foreign firms should adjust their branding 

when China now carry through the transition towards a consumer driven economy. 

Moreover there is fairly limited research regarding the consumerism consequences on 

Swedish firms conducting business in China and therefore no research has been made 

of how Swedish firms can meet these consequences by developing their global brand 

strategy.  

 

Our thesis has started to fill this identified research gap by contributing to an 

understanding for Swedish firms how to develop their global brand strategy to manage 

China’s transition. This thesis has first off contributed theoretically with an 

understanding of how the phenomenon consumerism is changing China in terms of the 

changing consumer behavior and the increasing competition. Secondly, the thesis 

contributed with filling the gap of research in how to meet the consequences deriving 

from consumerism by giving an understanding of how to develop the global brand 

strategy. Finally this thesis is written from a Swedish perspective and therefore filling 

the gap of how Swedish firms should manage the changes coming from China’s 

transition and moreover how they should develop their global brand strategy in order 

to increase consumption of products in the country.  

 

6.3 Practical contributions and recommendations  

It has been clarified that the only firms that will come out of this Chinese 

transformation as winners are those who are willing to adapt, evolve and develop their 

brands. This thesis contributes to an understanding of how Swedish firms can develop 

their global brand strategy in order to increase consumption of products in China. Our 

findings indicate that Swedish firms need to analyze and understand the consumers in 

each region in China as well as their competitors in each industry which in turn enable 

firms to decide on their brand positioning and develop brand equity, that are two 

identified key areas for a strong brand strategy. By obtaining an understanding of the 

changes in China, firms can develop a global brand strategy that enable firms to 

achieve brand equity that in turn will create brand awareness, loyalty, associations and 
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attachments. It will become especially efficient for Swedish firms to invest resources 

in emotional connections and market activities as the loyal relationships can be 

created.  

 

It has moreover been identified that Swedish firms need to communicate a global brand 

strategy where they emphasize their competitive advantages that recommends to be 

the Scandinavian roots. Another identified issue to manage as a Swedish firm in China 

is to what extent the firm should provide a local or a global brand. Our 

recommendation is to find the balance between hold on to the global brand strategy 

and adapt to local habits and needs. This thesis can with this information helps Swedish 

firms with their global brand strategy in order to manage the increasing competition as 

well as the changing consumer behavior.  

 

6.4 Suggestions for future research  

Globalization has led to a higher degree of internationalization, thus leading to a larger 

amount of foreign firms entering China to do international business. While our 

research have laid the foundation in how Swedish firms can increase consumption of 

products through developing their global brand strategy, we believe it is important to 

do further research concerning this question as the phenomenon consumerism has not 

yet stopped emerging in China. Furthermore, as our research solely aimed to research 

how a global brand strategy can be used to increase consumption of products in China 

it could be of interest to do similar studies regarding consumption of services and 

moreover compare the results.  

 

It would also be of interest to investigate other types of industries to see if the findings 

hold true and can be generalized. Moreover, an interesting study would be to take the 

perspective of Chinese firms to find out if the phenomenon consumerism leads to the 

same consequences for them as on Swedish firms. At last it could also generate 

interesting results if the thesis qualitative research variables was transformed to 

quantitative measurements, which could increase the knowledge and insight of the 

research. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A Interview Guide  

Background information: 

Brief history about the respondent: 

 Describe your position - What is your position? What are your work assignments? 

For how long have you been working for the firm? What are your international 

experiences and moreover your experiences in China?  

 

Brief history about the firm: 

 Describe the firm - How many employees do the firm have, respectively in China? 

For how long have the firm been active on the Chinese market? Why was specifically 

China an attractive market for the firm to enter? Has the Chinese market turned out to be 

a prosperous market for the firm?  

 

 Do you wish to be anonymous? Do you wish the names mentioned in the interview 

to be anonymous?  

 

Consumer driven economy/ Consumerism: 

 Are you aware of the transition China currently is going through, towards a 

consumer driven economy and its connection with the phenomenon 

consumerism? 

 

 Which effects have the phenomenon consumerism had on your firm in China so 

far?  

 

Consumer behavior:  

 Do you consider it to be critical to understand the consumers behavior in order to 

succeed with your business, in what ways? 

 

 Does the Chinese consumer behavior differ from the Swedish consumer behavior 

and if so, how?  

 



  

 

II 

 How does the Chinese consumer behavior vary in the matter of individual forces 

such as:    

 consumer attitude and motivation 

 consumer resources and knowledge  

 demographics (lifestyle, personality, personal values, birthrates, income) 

 

 Is the Chinese culture different to the Swedish culture and in why? 

 

 How do you work to understand the consumer’s needs in China? 

 

Competition:  

 How do you experience the competition in the Chinese market? 

 

 Have you noticed a changing competition intensity in China, in what way and 

how? 

 

 Have you noticed a changing domestic competition and if so, in what way and 

how have this affected you?  

 

 Do you believe it is important to analyze your competitors and why is that 

important? 

 

 How is an increasing competitive climate influencing your business and how do 

you meet this challenge?   

 

 What are your thoughts about competitive advantages and how do your firm work 

with this strategy? 

 

Global brand strategy:  

 How do you want your consumers to perceive your brand, and how do that differ 

from how consumers look upon your competitors in China? 

o What tools and activities is used to achieve this perception/brand identity?  



  

 

III 

o How do you work with branding in order to help consumers obtain 

knowledge about the firm?  

 

 How and why do the domestic and international brand positioning differ, 

comparing the positioning in Sweden and China?  

o How often and when do the firm update the brand positioning? 

 

 Do you provide a global or local brand in China, in terms of the level of 

standardization/adaptation?  

o Why has this approach been chosen to use and what has this result in?  

 

 What type of experiences and associations do you want the consumers to have 

with the brand?  

o How do you assure the consumers have the right type of experiences and 

associations with the brand?  

 

 How do you work to elaborate intense, active loyalty relationships between your 

brand and consumers?  

o How do you ensure the consumers needs are fulfilled?  

 

Interconnection of components:  

 How does the Chinese consumer behavior affect your choice and design of global 

brand strategy? 

 

 How would your global brand strategy be changed due to a changing consumer 

behavior in China?  

 

 In what way have your competitors affect your way to positioning the brand in the 

Chinese market?  

 

 How does your global brand strategy look like to overcome the increasing 

competition in China?  

 



  

 

IV 

Concluding questions: 

 

 What are your thoughts about the Chinese market in future and how do you 

believe consumerism will affect the business? 

 

 


