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Abstract 

 

The role of China on the world stage has become increasingly important and has grown 

dramatically in recent years. China has a long history but there are signs that the country’s 

cultural legacy is coming to an end with the faster pace of modern society. It is valuable 

for every nation to maintain its cultural heritage and for the world to understand its 

importance. The aim of this study was to investigate how Icelandic consumers experience 

Chinese culture and heritage in relation to brands and products made in China. To 

understand this, 10 Icelandic students between the age of 24 and 51 were interviewed. 

They were chosen because of their consumption of Chinese products. The interviews 

were analysed and interpreted according to phenomenological methodology. Five 

themes emerged in the respondents’ perception: “Can’t put a single label on Chinese 

culture,” “It’s not that I look down on Chinese brands,” “Quality is always a concern,” 

“There is a trust issue,” “My perception has changed big time.” The main findings indicate 

that Icelandic participants only had surface knowledge of Chinese culture and heritage 

and felt, due to the diversity and being an outsider, difficult to understands its depth. 

Chinese brands awareness was limited. Most participants knew the Chinese companies 

Huawei and AliExpress. The participants did not associate Chinese brands with being 

innovative, rather they are perceived to be followers. Chinese products quality weighs 

heavily, and participants are experiencing increased quality. This was particularly true of 

electronics. The final, and perhaps most interesting finding was that the participants’ 

opinions about China as a country of origin seemed to be becoming more positive and 

they are optimistic about Chinese future.  
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1  Introduction 

To label a specific country in which a product was produced has been a marker of quality 

for a long time. Countries such as Germany, Italy and France have built global reputations 

for their precise standards and quality. Consumers prefer German made cars because of 

the association of Germany with craftsmanship and engineering, and Italy and France for 

their design and style. The “Made in” label has with time also become an indicator of 

regulations and health, safety and wage standards under which a product was produced. 

Many international companies have adapted their marketing strategies based on their 

consumers’ perception of the country of origin (Roth and Diamantopoulos, 2009). For 

example, leading French high end and luxury brands have for decades used the “Made 

in” label as a part of their marketing strategies for their brands.  

Craftsmanship and heritage has remained prime indicators of luxury and possibly 

brands can make a profit by associating their heritage and craftsmanship with desirable 

countries. Since companies have started outsourcing production to China, “Made in 

China” has stood for low cost of labour and resources. For the consumer this also has 

competitive advantages because it represents value for money with average quality (Loo 

and Davies, 2006). There is, however, more to China than mass production as the cultural 

heritage of China is one of the world richest. China has over four millennia of documented 

history, cultural heritage and traditions (Bas and Bell, 2007). To name a few we have 

Confucianism, Yin and Yang, harmony of body and soul, such as Tai chi and the philosophy 

of Tao, ancient Chinese wisdom and symbols (Bas and Bell, 2007). Even though China has 

a long history, there are signs that the country’s cultural legacy is coming to an end, with 

the faster pace of modern society. It is valuable for every nation to maintain their cultural 

heritage and for the world to understand its importance. While Chinese brands are mostly 

unknown outside of China (Chowdhury, 1999) several Chinese brands are now competing 

on the global market and some Chinese brands leverage on its culture and heritage. 

The reason for China being chosen for this study is to understand the relationship 

between the country’s cultural heritage and consumers’ perception of China. The role of 

China on the world stage has become increasingly important and Chinese economy has 
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grown dramatically in the past decade. In order to maintain this growth the government 

has stated its intention to transform China into “an innovative society” by 2020 and a 

world leader in science and technology by 2050 (Danish Agency for Science, technology 

and Innovation [ICDK], 2016). In order to achieve this, the Chinese state council 

introduced an initiative plan to comprehensively upgrade the Chinese industry and to 

improve production, efficiency and quality of products produced in China, named “Made 

in China 2025” (ICDK, 2016). Due to these drastic changes going on in China, it may be 

useful for importers to understand Icelandic consumer experience towards China as a 

country of origin. This study could also benefit students and academics to understand 

Icelandic consumer experience towards China as a country of origin and its Culture of 

brand origin for further studies. The aim of this study is therefore to investigate how 

Icelandic consumers experience Chinese culture and heritage in relations to brands and 

products that are made in China. To the best of my knowledge, no study has been 

conducted which explores these aspects of Icelandic consumers before. 

The thesis is divided into six chapters. The first chapter is an introduction into the 

subject. In chapter two, the literature related to country of origin is introduced and 

defined along with brand origin and culture of brand origin. The usage of country of origin 

in products and brand evaluation is discussed and the main three factors which can 

influence the evaluations process of the country of origin is discussed and defined. 

Criticisms of the country of origin will also be discussed and with that we end the 

theoretical discussion. In chapter three, the research methodology of the study is 

introduced together with research participants’ accessibility and description of the 

phenomenological analysis along with the research reliability and validity of the study. In 

chapter four, the results are presented together with a summary of interpretation. In 

chapter five, study findings are discussed along with contributions and limitations and 

finally in chapter six, the conclusion of the study is presented.  
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1.1 Chinese transformation 
To understand the context of this study it is good to begin in China. The Chinese economy 

is the second largest in the world after the United States (World Economic Forum, 2018). 

In past decades, the Chinese economy became increasingly integrated with the world 

economy. China joined the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 2001 and since then a 

phase of increasing economic growth has exceeded all expectations (Wei et al. 2017). 

China’s economic growth was based on few key factors: A sequence of market-oriented 

institutional reforms, including openness to international trade and direct investment, 

combined with low wages and a favourable demographic structure (Wei et al. 2017). 

From the beginning of the global financial crisis in 2008, external demand for Chinese 

products has, however, weakened. Meanwhile, wages in China have increased faster than 

in almost any other major economy. From 2003, for example, wages in China increased 

by more than 10 percent a year (Wei et al. 2017).  

The economy in China has now reached a crossroads. The annual growth rate has 

slowed to about 6–7 percent since 2014 and most likely it will decrease more (Wei et al. 

2017). Part of the reason could be the weak world economy but more likely because of 

structural and fundamental reasons (Wei et al. 2017). To keep up with the economic 

growth, the Chinese government recognizes innovation as a primary driving force for 

economic development. As previously stated in the introduction, China has made an 

apprehensive plan to develop and eventually make China a world leader in quality 

production, innovation and science (ICDK, 2016). For China to be able to improve product 

quality the Chinese government has invested resources into research and development 

(R&D) with increased spending by more than 3000% in recent years (Gilardoni, 2017). 

China has already seen increasing growth in industrial and hi-tech products as Chinese 

products have become more competitive.  

The driving factor for globalisation of Chinese products has been through innovation, 

with companies such as Alibaba and Huawei (Gilardoni, 2017). Huawei is a leading global 

provider of information and technology infrastructure and smart devices (Huawei, 2018). 

Alibaba group is an internet based business with the aim to make Chinese businesses 

more open and accessible to the rest of the world. Alibaba owns AliExpress which serves 

suppliers in China and consumers around the world. Even though Chinese companies use 
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innovation to compete on the global market, the innovation gap between China and other 

leading advanced economies is still wide. The numbers of US patents received by either 

Japanese, German, or Korean companies are still more than twice as many as those 

accomplished by Chinese companies in spite of fewer people living in these countries 

(Wei et al. 2017).  

With that in mind, China produces the majority of all counterfeit products in the world 

(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2016). It is estimated 

that approximately 5% of all products imported into the European Union are ingenuine 

(European Commission, n.d.). These products can be anything from handbags to machine 

parts and chemicals. Sometimes even the trademarks are infringed, both labels and the 

CE marking. The CE marking indicates that products sold in the EEA have been assessed 

to meet high safety, health, and environmental protection requirements. These 

requirements apply to all countries who sell their products within the EEA (The European 

Free Trade Association [EFTA], 2010). 

China and The European Union (EU) are two of the biggest traders in the world 

(European Commission, 2018). The EU imports mostly industrial and consumer goods, 

machinery and equipment, footwear and clothing from China. The EU is committed to 

open trading relations with China. However, the EU wants to ensure that China trades 

fairly, respects intellectual property rights and meets its commitments as a member of 

the World Trade Organization (European Commission, 2018). Foreign companies entering 

the Chinese market, often have to enter into agreements, transferring valuable 

intellectual property to Chinese partners, in exchange for market access. The World Trade 

Organization has criticized these restrictions of China to deny foreign companies equal 

access to investing in the Chinese market. These agreements can be exploitative and 

highlight the asymmetries in market access between China and other countries.  

Nearly half of the world’s population live in China an estimated 1,3 billion 

habitants (The World Bank, 2018). The rapid rise of the middle class in China, and 

their increase in purchasing power parity appeals to many foreign companies. For 

example, the Chinese middle class counts more people than the whole population of 

the United States of America (Icelandic Ministry for Foreign Affairs, 2017). In April 

2013, Iceland was the first European country to do a free trade agreement with China. 
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The main objective of the Iceland-China Free Trade Agreement is “to promote trade by 

abolishing tariffs on and to further enhance economic ties between the two countries. It 

covers trade in goods and services, rules of origin, trade facilitation, intellectual property 

rights, competition and investment” (Icelandic Ministry for Foreign Affairs, n.d.). 

2 Theoretical background 

Even though China is just one country of origin, it is the largest importer of goods into the 

EU (European Commission, 2018). Therefore, it is useful to look at its goods and consumer 

reactions to them to better understand the developing ideas of country of origin and 

culture of brand origin. Those theories, and the research around them, while not 

uncontroversial, form the backbone of this study. The label “Made in” X appears on all 

goods for a reason and has over the years developed into more than just a label. 

2.1 Country of origin 
The country of origin (COO) concept has been researched by multiple scholars and the 

COO effects remain the most researched concept in the academic field of international 

marketing (Al-Sulaiti and Baker, 1998; Lim and O’Cass, 2001; Magnusson et al., 2011b; 

Pharr, 2005; Verlegh and Steenkamp, 1999). Today it is estimated that 400 academic 

journals have been published about the topic (Usunier, 2006) and approximately ten new 

COO academic studies have been published every year between the years 2000–2009 

(Samiee, 2011). This high amount of studies indicates the enormous interest in the 

subject matter over the years, both by academics but no less by many international 

companies in practice (Chattalas et al., 2008). Due to this high volume of studies of the 

country of origin effect, the concept has been defined in number of ways in the academic 

literature, as the study period spans over five decades.  

The first academic research study was conducted by Robert Scholar (1965) who 

established concept of the country of origin effects with his research. Scholar (1965) 

empirically demonstrated that consumers rate products that were identical in all aspect, 

differently based on the COO (Al-Sulaiti and Baker, 1998). However, the strength and 

direction of such a COO effect and the processes by which consumers integrate COO into 
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their decision-making would only be addressed in later studies. Two other studies predate 

Scholar, but they were never published in academic context (Papadopoulos, 1993).  

The most common studies are those that are single-cue studies (Srinivasan et al., 

2004). The findings of these single COO studies are that an isolated information cue is the 

only variable given for the consumer to evaluate the product. Most studies until the 1990s 

used the single cue as the only information cue for consumers to make evaluations and 

buying decisions based on the basic product features. These studies which focus on COO 

as an isolated information cue have been criticized for giving wrong information of the 

subject and the validity of much of the past research has been questioned (Srinivasan et 

al., 2004). Bilkey and Nes (1982) proposed the multi cue for observing the COO effect 

which is believed to give more realistic result than the single cue studies. 

Many studies have focused on the view that the COO effect can be related either to 

the economic stage of the country or the products or brands produced in that country. 

The COO of the product is therefore believed to influence the expected product benefits, 

quality and durability, and as a result the price that consumers are willing to pay for 

products and brands of foreign origin. For example, Ettenson, et al. (1988) suggested that 

different product cues such as price and quality may have a stronger effect on consumer 

product evaluations than COO information. Nevertheless, previous studies have shown 

that the COO can affect consumers’ product evaluating process (Papadopoulos and 

Heslop, 1993; Sharma, 2011; Verlegh and Steenkamp, 1999). 

2.1.1 Country of origin defined 

The supply chain has become more complex in current times and can span several 

countries. A garment from a Scandinavian brand can be manufactured in a low cost and 

relatively unregulated labour market like China, but finished and packaged in Italy or 

France and thereby earning a “Made in Italy” or “Made in France” label. According to the 

European Union regulations this type of practice is legal: “If two or more countries are 

involved in the production of goods, the concept of “last, substantial transformation” 

determines the origin of the goods” (European Commission, n.d.). Many international 

companies have adapted their marketing strategy based on their consumers’ perception 

of country of origin (Roth and Diamantopoulos, 2009). Italy and France, for example, have 

built global reputations for their exacting standards and quality and leading French high 
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end and luxury brands have for decades used the “Made in” label as a part of their 

marketing strategies for their brands. It is possible that brands can make profit by 

associating their heritage and craftmanship with certain countries, because 

craftsmanship and heritage has remained prime indicators of luxury. The importance for 

the “Made in” label is therefore present. For that reason it is important for companies to 

be aware of how their country of origin is perceived because consumers have significantly 

different perceptions of products made in certain countries and consumers do evaluate 

products differently according to where the products are said to come from (Bilkey and 

Nes, 1982; Peterson and Jolibert, 1995).  

Some previous studies suggest that people rely on the media to know about foreign 

countries and base their evaluations on the media coverage (Ball-Rokeach and DeFleur, 

1976; Han and Wang, 2012). Country image created by the media can both improve or 

dilute people’s perceptions and attitude towards countries and production depending on 

the coverages at a given time. In recent years the image of China in the mass media, 

especially in the Western part of the world, has sometimes been both ambivalent and 

confusing (Gilardoni, 2017). In the past China has largely focused on mass market and low 

end production, which has lead Chinese products to be perceived almost globally to be 

of low quality (Drozdenko and Jensen, 2009). For that reason it may be important for 

companies to avoid association with China, because “Made in China” has stood for low 

cost of labour and resources. For consumers it has competitive advances because it 

represented value for money with average quality (Loo and Davies, 2006). Consumers 

tend, however, to evaluate products from emerging economies negatively (Cordell, 

1992), but according to previous studies country image can change over a period of time 

(Nagashima 1970, 1977; Papadopoulos et al. 1987). 

Researchers have been forced to revalue the meaning of the label as a denotation of 

the COO. As Okechuku (1994:5) states: “The globalization of business enterprises has 

reached a point where it is sometimes difficult to determine with certainty the country 

of origin of a product.” That said, with multinational companies and the hybrid products 

available at the global market, the validity of the “Made in” label has become blurred (Al-

Sulaiti and Baker, 1998). Papadopoulus (1993) criticized the concept of COO being narrow 

and misleading since it assumes a single place of origin for products. Papadopoulus, 
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therefore, extended the concept as multiple countries of origin and claimed that COO is 

in fact “the country of manufacturer or assembly” (Ahmed et al., 2004; Han and Terpstra, 

1988; Insch and McBride, 1998; Lee and Schaninger, 1996). This definition takes into 

consideration that the final point of assembly might not be taking place in the same 

country as where the company’s headquarters are located.  

Other definitions have also emerged. Baker and Michie (1995) suggested the use of 

two terms: On the one hand “Made in” to denote products assembled in the same 

country as the company headquarters are located and on the other “Assembled in” in 

case of products assembled outside of the company’s home country (Al-Sulaiti and Baker, 

1998). For example, the US computer and electronic giant Apple, clearly distinguishes 

between the two locations on their products, and thus their home state  label “Designed 

in California” highlights the US origin of the product whereas “Assembled in China” 

informs of the foreign assembly point. The brand, however, distinguishes between its 

USA-identity by distinctly specifying the California notion and the assembly point as being 

the whole of China.  

Other definitions and concepts of the COO in the literature has also emerged such as: 

Country Image, introduced by Morello (1984), Country of Manufacture, introduced by 

Hugstad and Dur (1986), Country of Design, and Country of Assembly (e.g. Chao, 1993). 

More recently, Insch and McBride (2004) have focused on the effect of Country of Parts 

and Kaynak and Kara (2002) on Product Country Image, the list goes on. Nevertheless, 

COO studies include many different approaches, concepts and definitions. Figure 1 shows 

a summary of the most common definitions of country of origin (COO). 

 

 

Authors 

 

 

COO Definitions 

Adopted by the 

following 

scholars 

 

 

Nagashima 

(1970) 

“the picture, the representation, and the 
stereotype that businessmen and consumers 

attach to products from a specific country. This 
image is created by such variables as 

representative products, national characteristics, 
economic and political background, history and 

tradition.” Thus, the term “Made in.” 

Chao (1993); Ahmed 
and d’Astous (2007); 
Chasin and Jaffe 
(1979: 1987); Chu et 
al., (2010) 
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Authors 

 

 

COO Definitions 

Adopted by the 

following 

scholars 

 
 

Bannister and Saunders 
(1978) 

“generalized images created by variables such as 
representative products, economic and political 

maturity, historical events and relationships, 
traditions, industrialization and the degree of 

technological virtuosity, which will have effects upon 
consumer attitudes additional to those emanating 

from the significant elements of the products.” 

 

 

Wang and Lamb 

(1983) 

 

 
 “intangible barriers to enter new markets in the 
form of negative consumer bias toward imported 

products.” 

 

 
Johansson et al. 

(1985) 
 

 
 “as the country where corporate headquarters of 

the company marketing the product or brand is 
located. Typically, this is the home country for a 

company.” 

Ahmed and 
d’Astous (1996); 

Ozsomer and 
Cavusgil (1991) 

 

Roth and Romeo 

 (1992) 

 
 “the overall perception consumers form of products 

from particular country, based on their prior 
perceptions of the country’s production and 

marketing strengths and weaknesses.” 

 

 

Papadopoulos 

(1993) 

 
A product’s country of origin is defined as 

multiple COO, “the country of manufacture, 
assembly, design, or parts.” 

Samiee (1994); 
Insch and McBride 

(1998); Han and 
Terpstra (1988); Lee 

and Schaninger 
(1996) 

 

Samiee 

(1994) 

 

A “country of manufacture pertains to firms that 
maintains a relatively large global network of 

operations or do business with a variety of suppliers, 
e.g., contract manufacturing.” 

Ahmed et al., 
(2004) 

 

Baker and Michie 

(1995) 

 
“the product’s country of origin and “the country of 

manufacture or assembly.” It refers to the final point 
of manufacture which can be the same as the 

headquarters for a company.” 

Bilkey and Nes 
(1982); Cattin et al. 

(1982); Han and 
Terpstra (1988); Lee 

and Schaninger 
(1996) 
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Authors 

 

 

COO Definitions 

Adopted by the 

following 

scholars 

 

 

Thakor and Kohli’s 

(1996) 

 
“the place, region or country where the products or 

the brand is perceived to have originated from.” 

Ettenson (1993); 
Lim and O’Cass 

(2001); Paswan and 
Sharma (2004); Jin et 
al., (2006); Lim and 

O’Cass (2001); O’Cass 
and Lim (2002) 

Ahmed and d’Astous 

(1996) 

 
 “the country where corporate headquarters of the 
product or brand is situated, also it can be inferred 
from the country of assembly or manufacture, and 

the country of product design.” 
 

 

Figure 1: Summary of the most common used definitions of the COO 

Despite a large number of researches, opinions today are still very divided about COO’s 

impact on consumers and which method to use. Critics of the COO claim that the COO 

does not matter to consumers and their research findings have indicated that consumers 

actually do not know the real COO of products and brands (Balabanis and 

Diamantopoulos, 2008; Liefeld, 2004; Samiee et al., 2005). Other researchers have 

criticized these views, because they believe it does not matter whether consumers have 

the right COO in mind, but rather that the origin they consider the right one influences 

their attitude and buying behaviour (Magnusson et al., 2011b). The understanding of the 

COO effect remains even more critical and relevant than before. Later in this chapter 

criticisms of the country of origin will be discussed.  

In this study the country of origin will be considered in the same way as Nagashima 

(1970) defined it, that is as “the picture, the representation, and the stereotype that 

businessmen and consumers attach to products from a specific country. This image is 

created by such variables as representative products, national characteristics, economic 

and political background, history and tradition.” Therefore, the COO will be considered 

the same as the “Made in” label. In the following chapter the concept Brand origin will 

be introduced and discussed. 
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2.2 Brand origin 
The Brand origin (BO) concept introduced by Thakor and Lavack (2003) is defined as “the 

place, region or country where the products or the brand is perceived to have originated 

from.” This definition differs to COO as it is based on the view that the place where the 

product is produced is possible not as important as the perceived birthplace of the brand 

(Jin et al., 2006; Lim and O’Cass, 2001). BO can be more influential as a cue than COO in 

certain circumstances, such as product evaluations (Saran and Gupta, 2012). Jin et al. 

(2006) conducted a study on emerging markets and found that BO association is 

influenced by social motivation and social identity which can affect consumers’ 

perception of the brand. According to Jin et al. (2006) BO association is “the activities or 

processes that consumers are engaged in, to associate the brand with images of a 

particular place or region or country.” The image proposed by Thakor and Lavack (2003) 

shows antecedents and consequences of BO and can been seen in Figure 2. They suggest 

that BO plays an important role in forming the brand attitude. 

 

Figure 2: Antecedents and consequences of brand origin 

2.2.1 Key differences between Country of origin and brand origin 

The main difference between COO and BO is the focus and thus in COO studies the most 

importance is given to the country at product level, whereas BO studies focus on 
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integrating the origin cues within brand image (Thakor and Kohli, 1996). Thus, in BO 

studies, the perceived origin of brands is considered to be the same as the country shown 

in the “Made in” label, whereas studies based on COO take the origin concept from the 

perspective of the country of assembly, or manufacture, country of sourced component, 

country of design and country of origin of culture. Therefore the main focus determines 

the effects of consumers’ perceptions of the respective countries on their rating of the 

quality of the product in the evaluation processes. Branding is taken as a cue to infer COO 

information, whereas BO studies focus on integrating the origin cues within brand image 

(Thakor and Kohli, 1996). 

Samiee (2011) suggests focusing on BO rather than COO, as in the hybrid market place 

consumer knowledge of brands is much higher than of the COO and product evaluation 

can be easily transposed to brand evaluation (Lee and Ganesh, 1999; O’Cass and Lim, 

2002; Thakor and Kohli, 1996). BO can be a certain precursor because Lim and O’Cass’s 

(2001) investigated the BO with a different approach by focusing on the cultural aspects 

of brand origin. Lim and O’Cass (2001) added the term “Culture” to Thakor and Kohli’s 

(1996) Brand origin concept which thus became “Culture of Brand Origin” (COBO). In the 

next section COBO will be introduced and discussed. 

2.3 Culture of brand origin 
Culture of brand origin (COBO) is defined as “the cultural origin or heritage of the brand” 

(Lim and O’Cass, 2001). It is suggested that the cultural effect is an important cue which 

can affect the brand preference and buying intention, and consumers can identify the 

COBO over the COO based on how well they believe they know the brand. Apparently Lim 

and O’Cass (2001) have in their work discovered a new way of evaluating the origin 

concept by proposing the COBO as they believe that this cultural characteristic that is 

attached to a brand is the most important issue to consumers, especially as regards their 

attitude and behaviour towards the brand. They further interpret COBO as the cultural 

characteristics in the brand name which is vital for consumers in order to appraise a brand 

when the COO information is unavailable.  

As regards the brand name Leclerc et al. (1994), for example, found that spelling or 

pronouncing in a foreign language was a more differentiated cue for brand perceptions 

than COO information. It has become more commonplace that consumer perceptions of 
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brand names are being influenced by culture effects because origin effects are seen as an 

influence or bias held by consumers, resulting from the COO of the associated products 

(Samiee, 1994). It is reasonable to conclude that the influence or bias resulting from a 

country may be attached to a brand name over time, although the manufacturing or 

assembly location might change. Cultural dimensions can be important issues in 

understanding brand preference and purchase intention along with country of origin and 

culture of origin. According to O’Cass and Lim (2002) another cultural dimension is 

consumer ethnocentrism which will be discussed later in the literature review. 

 Brands that offer authenticity and heritage have gained increased popularity. It is 

suggested that the cultural effect is an important cue which can affect the brand 

preference and buying intention. Heritage is claimed to be one of the main organisational 

resources imparting terminal strategic value, as it is unique, and heritage can provide the 

basis for better brand performance (Balmer and Gray, 2003). As Urde et al. (2007) point 

out, unlocking the hidden value of heritage can mean accessing the past and the present 

in order to ensure the future. Hakala et al. (2011) believe that history is a prerequisite of 

brand heritage. A symbolic and emotional connection between a brand and its consumers 

is more likely with a brand that connects heritage and authenticity to its image (Hakala et 

al., 2011).  

Shanghai Tang, established in 1994, is the first contemporary luxury brand from China 

(Shanghai Tang, 2018). The brand concept is inspired by traditional Chinese clothing 

combined with modernity of the 21st century. The influence comes from the styles and 

artefacts of Chinese culture and fashion from the 1920s–1930s (Polsa and Xiucheng, 

2014). The brand follows the finest tradition of imperial tailoring with attention to detail, 

craftsmanship and the usage of quality fabrics like Chinese silk. The design is under 

Western design influence but with a Chinese approach (Kumar and Steenkamp, 2013). 

The Chinese brand Herborist uses traditional Chinese herbal science and is one of 

China’s largest personal care firms. The company’s aim is to turn the Herborist into high 

end global skincare brand. Both these brands were launched in collaboration with leading 

European luxury brands, but are mainly recognised as Chinese brands. Both promote 

different aspects of Chinese aesthetics, culture and values. That said, many Chinese 

attributes have allure and qualities that Western brands do not possess and are therefore 
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strong points of differentiation. These brands which use cultural heritage in their 

branding strategies may help change often negative perceptions of China as a country of 

origin (Aichner, 2014; Bian and Veloutsou, 2007).  

In summary, if the COO effect occurs when consumers evaluate products based on the 

product origin, then the BO effect applies when consumers evaluate product or brand 

based on the perceived origin country. Culture of brand origin, however, applies when 

consumers relate the brand to a certain country, its culture and heritage in that given 

country. That said, the cultural influence which is related to the brand COBO needs to be 

investigated further, and this study will try to shed some light on that aspect by focusing 

on the cultural aspect consumers hold towards brands with Chinese origin which 

alongside come with old traditions and heritage. 

2.4 The usage of COO in products and brand evaluation 
The literature differentiates at least three mechanisms by which COO cues can affect the 

consumers evaluation process. Most explanations of the impact of the COO on consumer 

evaluation process has been as cognitive process (Bloemer et al., 2007). In addition to the 

cognitive process the effects of COO have been described as affective process (i.e., 

feelings) and normative process (i.e., rules regarding how to behave) (Verlegh and 

Steenkamp, 1999). The expected outcomes of cognitive, affective and normative process 

should vary (Roth and Diamantopoulos, 2008). Hereafter, each process will be discussed 

separately.  

2.4.1 The cognitive process 

Cognitive effects are characterized by the fact that consumers make rational use of the 

COO and try to distract information about the product’s quality attributes. Products can 

be seen as nothing but a series of informational cutes, both intrinsic and extrinsic. 

Intrinsic cues include material, taste, design, performance, among other things, and 

extrinsic cues have to do with price, brand name, store reputation, warranty, and COO. 

The COO cue functions as a stimulus that automatically activates information in the 

consumer’s brain (Kochunny et al., 1993; Shimp et al., 1993). The COO is referred to by 

the term “product country images”, containing a person’s cognitions, emotions and 
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desires towards the country, its people and its products (Papadopoulos and Heslop, 1993; 

Heslop et al., 2004; Laroche et al., 2005; Pharr, 2005). 

Consumers may use their knowledge of a product‘s country of origin as a stand in for 

quality when that information is unfamiliar or inaccessible (Erickson et al., 1984; 

Johansson et al., 1985; Han, 1989; Knight and Calantone, 2000; Laroche et al., 2005). In 

these cases, COO becomes a cognitive mediation or halo mechanism for the consumer. A 

halo mechanism is a process where the effect of COO on the overall evaluation of the 

product is rather weak or indirect (Johanson, 1989; Obermiller and Spangenberg, 1089).  

According to Han (1989), a second type of cognitive process may underlie COO effects. 

Within this second process, the COO cue acts as a summary construct that has a more 

considerable and direct influence on the consumer’s evaluative tendency. Han (1989) 

defines this summary construct as “a file of information about various brands from a 

country that consumers develop over time, store in their memory in the form of overall 

evaluations of products from the country and retrieve readily when evaluating the 

brands” (p. 34). Han (1989), therefore, demonstrated that country image can be used by 

consumers in product evaluations either as a halo or as a summary construct. These two 

concepts will be discussed in more detail in the products familiarity section. 

2.4.2 The affective process 

The affective process applies to all feelings and beliefs consumers hold towards certain 

countries (Verlegh and Steenkamp, 1999). Hilton and von Hippel (1996) found that a 

contact with a country can influence consumers’ evaluations about that country. It has 

further been suggested that direct contact with a country has an influence on consumers’ 

product perceptions; travel or living in a foreign country, for example, affects consumers’ 

evaluating process on products from that country (Balabanis et al., 2002).  

Previous studies suggest that people rely on the media to know about foreign 

countries and base their evaluations on the media coverage (Ball-Rokeach and DeFleur, 

1976; Han and Wang, 2012). Indirect experience such as word of mouth, the mass media 

and education can lead consumers to boycott brands and products which come from 

countries they have negative views towards (Verlegh and Steenkamp, 1999). Usunier and 

Cestre (2007), however, note that “country familiarity related to visits in foreign countries 

does not always lead to more favourable attitudes towards countries and their products.” 
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However, unfamiliar countries are generally expected to be associated with neutral or 

lower attributions (Chattalas et al., 2008).  

Affective effects are different from the cognitive effects in the way that they only arise 

from the emotional response of the consumer (Bloemer et al., 2007). The affective 

process therefore, applies to all emotions consumers holds towards the country, both 

positive as well as negative feelings (Verlegh and Steenkamp, 1999). 

2.4.3 The normative process 

Normative effects occur when consumers unconsciously react to a foreign product, that 

is, how that product’s source country relates to their inner norms and values (Bloemer 

et. al., 2009). These reactions are driven by nationalism (Balabanis et al., 2001; Verlegh, 

2007), patriotism (Han and Tepstra, 1988), ethnocentrism (Shimp and Sharma, 1987) and 

animosity (Klein et al., 1998). Ethnocentrism has been described as concepts that 

involve psychological and behavioural reactions to specific countries of origin (Nijssen 

and Douglas, 2004). It is a construct that has been used to study consumer attitudes 

toward foreign products and can affect consumers negatively, for example, by believing 

that buying foreign products hurts the domestic economy and national employment 

(Shimp and Sharma, 1987). Researches have shown that consumers tend to favour their 

national products over imported products (Kaynak and Cavusgil, 1983).  

The effects of animosity have been studied in relation to purchasing products from 

other countries (Ettenson and Klein, 2005; Klein, 2002; Klein et al., 1998). Some countries 

have a higher level of import compared to domestic production where the consumer has 

no other option than to purchase imported goods. In those countries the consumer 

ethnocentrism and feeling of animosity towards a country may result in a reluctance to 

purchase imported products. It seems that consumers’ evaluation is influenced by travel 

and exposure to other countries. On the other hand the lack of domestic brands is likely 

to increase feeling of ethnocentrism and animosity towards buying foreign products. 

Studies have shown that a company’s reputation can be positively affected by its COO 

but it can also have the opposite affect due to consumers animosity and ethnocentrism 

(Jiménez and Martín, 2010). The study findings support the notion that stereotypes are 

perceived differently across national boundaries. Consumers that share similar cultural 

values tend to evaluate “Made in” labels similarly (Cattin et al. 1982).  
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2.5 Factors which can influence the evaluation process of the COO  
There are at least three factors which can influence the consumers’ evaluation process. 

Past research has shown that various demographic variables can explain some of the 

influence of country of origin. These variables will be discussed in the following two 

sections. 

2.5.1 Demographic 

Some studies have investigated the differences between demographic variables. The 

differences between males and females has been examined on the basis of country of 

origin product image (Wall and Heslop, 1989). Bilkey and Nes (1982), Mittal and Tsiros 

(1995) and Schooler (1971) found that women tend to rate foreign products higher than 

men. In terms of age, older people tend to evaluate foreign products more favourably 

than younger people (Bailey and Pineres, 1997; Schooler, 1971). Mittal and Tsiros (1995) 

and Schooler (1971) also found that consumers with higher education tend to evaluate 

foreign products more favourably than consumers with less education. Han and Terpstra 

(1988) found that consumers with higher income tend to evaluate foreign products more 

positively than consumers with lower income.  

Finally, the psychographic characteristics of consumers were found to influence COO 

evaluations. Anderson and Cunningham (1972) discovered that people who are dogmatic 

tend to have a less favourable attitude toward foreign products whereas individuals who 

are strongly concerned about their status were found to show a greater preference for 

foreign made products. There are, however, two other factors which are considered to 

give a better picture of the COO evaluation process and these will be discussed in more 

details below. 

2.5.2 Product familiarity  

The concept product familiarity indicates how well consumers know a particular product 

category. In the first studies of the COO, the effect was generally described as halo effect: 

as mentioned earlier, consumers use the COO to assess and draw conclusions about 

brands or products they know little about (Bilkey and Nes, 1982). Consumers use the COO 

as cue about how the product will perform because they have limited information about 
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the product or the brand. To give an example: a consumer knows that in France good 

vines are made, therefore he draws the conclusion that other products categories from 

France must be good. COO studies who use the halo approach have shown that the COO 

only matters in cases where products knowledge is little (Johansson et al., 1985). When 

consumers become familiar with a product from a certain country, country image may 

become a construct that summarizes consumers’ beliefs about product attributes and 

directly affects their attitude towards the brand. Consumers with high product 

knowledge are, however, less likely to be influenced, or to rely on COO cues in their 

product evaluation (Lee and Lee, 2009).  

It has been demonstrated that country image can be used by consumers in product 

evaluations either as a halo or as a summary construct (Han, 1989) and as such, the 

consumers’ willingness to purchase a product is related to the economic, political and 

cultural characteristics of the products COO. The COO is affected by the consumers’ 

perceptions of similarity between their own country and those of the origin country.  

2.5.3 High and low involvement products  

While some consumers may be able to make quick purchase decisions, others may need 

to get more information about the products before making a purchase. The level of 

involvement reflects how interested the consumer is in acquiring the product or how 

important it is for him and how much information the consumer needs to make that 

decision. A study was, for example, conducted on Singaporean students on low 

involvement products (e.g. coffee and bread) and the result was that the COO affected 

the consumers’ evaluation of the products (Ahmed et al., 2004). The results indicated that 

COO matters, but in the presence of other extrinsic cues (price and brand), the impact of 

COO is weak, and the brand becomes the determining factor. That said, some findings 

have shown that the COO effect has a greater impact on consumers who tend to be less 

motivated to process available information on products with low involvement (Josiassen 

et al., 2008; Verlegh et al., 2005).  

Past research findings on product involvement of COO effects have, however, mainly 

focused on high involvement products (e.g. automobiles and electronics) but contrasting 

findings indicates that COO effect is stronger in high involvement contexts (d’Astous and 

Ahmed, 1999; Ahmed et al., 2002; Ahmed et al., 2004). A study conducted by Bruwer and 
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Buller (2012) found that there were other variables that matter more than the COO cue, 

and that consumers with higher levels of objective knowledge do not use the COO cue 

more than consumers with lower knowledge.  

Pikturnienė and Treigytė (2009) examined the impact of COO and COBO on consumer 

attitude towards high and low involvement products (toothpaste and photo cameras) in 

order to determine whether it depends on product category and consumers’ 

susceptibility to interpersonal influence. The results indicated that consumers have 

different attitude towards products with different COO and COBO combinations and it 

depends on consumer susceptibility to interpersonal influence (Pikturnienė and Treigytė, 

2009). However, the countries in question were different, undeveloped versus developed 

and each respondent saw only one kind of COO and COBO combination, and thus the 

same country was not examined. Therefore, scholars’ evidence shows that there are 

doubts about whether low or high involvement products are more likely to be affected 

by the COO and COBO in relation to the consumers’ decisions process (Pikturnienė and 

Treigytė, 2009). More research needs to be done in the COO context to investigate the 

moderating effect of high and low involvement products or if they matter at all (Josassien 

et al., 2008; Magnusson et al., 2011b). 

2.6 Criticisms of the COO  
Despite a wealth of research of the COO effect and its influence, it has been debated how 

relevant the COO concept actually is in today’s reality (Brijs, et al., 2011). Studies provided 

have been contradicting in how the consumer conducts his decision making process (Herz 

and Diamantopolos, 2013). According to Samiee (2010) COO has been investigated in the 

wrong way and sometimes with wrong methods. Papadopoulos (1993) claimed that the 

field of COO research is mainly debates and misunderstandings.  

Previous studies, mainly from 1965 until 1982, focused on the single cue model, where 

the COO was the only information supplied to respondents to base their evaluation 

on. Johansson et al. (1985) questioned the findings of these earlier studies, as the 

approach can be seen as rather simplistic for investigating the COO effect. Shimp et 

al. (2001) agrees with Johansson et al. (1985) and adds that experimentally 

manipulated COO cues in controlled laboratory studies have nothing to do with 

modern real life situations. 
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Meanwhile, other scholars have argued that COO is an important information tool in 

knowing how the consumer evaluates the product he is about to purchase (Magnusson 

et al., 2011a). Samiee (2011) and Usunier (2006; 2011) are not convinced by the COO 

effect, mainly due to the fact that hybrid productions worldwide have started to give new 

cues about how important the consumer deems COO. That said, later studies adding 

multiple cues to the model, have shown that when consumers have more number of cues, 

the efficacy of one particular cue, influencing consumer product evaluations, can be 

expected to be reduced (Al-Sulaiti and Baker, 1998; Bilkey and Nes, 1982; Ettenson et 

al., 1988; Johansson et al., 1985; Roth and Romeo, 1992). If Usunier (2011) and Samiee’s 

(2010) assumptions are correct, then product evaluations and purchase intentions of the 

consumer would not be influenced by COO considerations, so therefore firms could 

exclude the national label from their marketing strategies, e.g. “Made in France”. Herz 

and Diamantopolos (2013) and Magnusson et al., (2011a) responded to the debate by 

empirically disproving Samiee and Usunier’s notion that COO is not an important cue in 

consumers’ decision making process. They do, however, agree on some of the criticisms 

of the concept, mainly because it has not been fully understood how the COO process 

affects the consumers’ decision making.  

The ongoing debate strongly supports the idea that by restarting research on COO with 

a focus on adopting new methods and variables, this might again reinforce the COO 

concept as a decisive influence in the consumers’ decision making process. It has been 

agreed by both Magnusson et al. (2011a) and Samiee (2011) that future COO research 

designs must not artificially associate subjects to countries that the consumer otherwise 

may not have considered and that in today’s globalized world, brand origin perception 

appears to be more important, rather than necessarily the “Made in” label. 

Other criticisms have also emerged, suggesting that existing knowledge is mainly 

derived from empirical studies of consumers in Western countries, especially the USA, 

and emerging economies have usually been in a disadvantageous position, due to their 

brief history of industrialization (Polsa and Xiucheng, 2014). With that in mind, more than 

80% of the world’s consumers live in emerging countries or not yet developed countries 

and transitional economies (Burges and Steenkamp, 2002) while developed countries 

represent a declining portion of the world’s economy and population (Wilson and 
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Purushotaman, 2003). Thus, some might indicate a lack of research on emerging and not 

yet developed economies in the field.  

Others have argued that using a student sample is a weakness, as students do not 

reflect the population in the correct manner. Others, however, claim that student 

samples are appropriate for the testing of theories (Calder et al., 1981), as student are 

seen to be more susceptible to views, ideas and products of different cultures than other 

segments of a nation or society (Netemeyer et al., 1991).  

A number of researchers have criticized the research field for lack of solid theoretical 

framework and lack of clarity in generalizability and strategic implications (Johansson, 

1993; Usunier, 2006; Samiee, et al., 2005). Some claim that over the years the COO effect 

has developed with increasing disconnection with consumers and businesses (Usunier, 

2006; Samiee et al., 2005) and it might necessary to address several critical challenges 

(Josiassen and Harzing, 2010). 

As mentioned above in the previous chapters, there are different voices about what 

COO stands for and how best to implement further research on the subject. This study 

will explore how China as a COO is perceived as a production country, as well as trying to 

understand Icelandic consumers’ experience and perception towards Chinese brands, 

originating from a country with a long-time cultural heritage. The reason for why China 

has been selected for this study is to understand the relationship between its cultural 

heritage and the consumers’ perception of China and Chinese products. Therefore, the 

aim of the study is to investigate how Icelandic consumers experience Chinese culture 

and heritage in relation to brands and products that are made in China. 

The two research questions that guide this study are: How do Icelandic consumers 

experience China as a country of origin?, and How do Icelandic consumers experience 

China as a culture of brand origin?. In order to answer these research questions, in-depth, 

semi-structured interviews were conducted using phenomenological methodology in 

order to gain deeper understanding of the research topic. The research methodology for 

this study is presented in the next chapter. 
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3 Methodology 

3.1 Phenomenology 
The objective of this study is to obtain a further understanding of Icelandic consumers’ 

experience towards Chinese culture and heritage in comparison to brands and products 

made in China. Therefore, phenomenology is well suited for the study as it captures the 

essence of people’s lived experiences rather than circumstances that might arise (Orbe, 

1998). Phenomenology has its roots in both philosophy and psychology (Bloor and Wood, 

2006) and is both philosophy and research method (Halldórsdóttir, 2013). 

Phenomenology as a philosophy has had an impact on all qualitative research but it is 

also a certain type of qualitative research with its own focus and methodological 

strategies (Merriam, 2009).  

The scholar who has been most influential in the philosophy of phenomenology is 

Edmund Husserl who introduced the concept in the first half of the 20th century. Husserl’s 

methodology within the phenomenology is called descriptive phenomenology. 

Phenomenology explores the processes of change that may make certain life experiences 

possible. Thus, the unique experience of a single person is compared to the experience 

of others. Each person is unique and therefore has his or hers own characteristics (van 

Manen, 1990). According to van Manen (1990) phenomenology is based on several key 

assumptions.  

First, the phenomenology rejects the concept of “objective research”, the researcher 

needs to realize that she is not objective in the study, so she has to set aside all the 

preconceived ideas she has about the subject she is investigating. That includes personal 

prejudices, views and options and assumptions on the research subject. The researcher 

is like any other participant in life and must understand the impact it has on the discourse 

she is investigating (Orbe,1998). Second, phenomenology seeks to gain a deeper 

understanding of nature and meaning in our daily experience (Orbe, 1998). Van Manen 

(1990) argues that the problem of phenomenological research is not that the researcher 

does not know enough about the subject she is investigating, but that she knows too 

much. But too much knowledge of a particular phenomenon does not necessarily mean 
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increased understanding of the phenomenon (van Manen, 1990; Orbe, 1998). Third, van 

Manen (1990) describes the phenomenology as discovery of the phenomenon of 

phenomenological questions, “meaning questions” – questions that ask about the 

possible meaning and significance of a particular phenomenon. Fourth, phenomenology 

seeks to investigate phenomena openly in a critical way  (van Manen, 1990; Orbe, 1998). 

Ambiguity is seen as an important and valuable part of the study, where the researcher 

proceeds with free variation process (van Manen, 1990; Orbe, 1998). Fifth, the 

phenomenology is interested in researching persons but not individuals (van Manen, 

1990). The definition of a person is that an individual can be any person, while a person 

is a certain person (van Manen, 1990). Finally the focus is on the phenomenon of research 

of conscious experience instead of imaginary circumstances (van Manen, 1990; Orbe, 

1998). 

3.2 Research participants and accessibility  
Participants in this study will be referred to as participants, because they approach the 

subject along with the researcher. Participants selected for the study were chosen based 

on their background, knowledge and their experience of the subject in current research. 

Ten individuals, three male and seven female, where interviewed for the study, which is 

considered to be a sufficient number to answer the research questions in order to be able 

to report the study findings (Halldórsdóttir, 2013). Participants were all Icelandic 

graduate students between 24–51 years old. They all spoke English and had purchased 

products originated from China in the past. Participants therefore fulfilled certain 

conditions for the case examined in this study (Merriam, 2009). Participants chosen for 

the study were selected through the researcher‘s network as a suitable sample and were 

contacted either via the social media page Facebook or email.  

The interviews were conducted in April and May 2018. The interviews were conducted 

at various locations, depending on what the individuals chose at the time, either at the 

University of Iceland, in their own home or at the researcher’s home. The length of each 

interview varied from 35 minutes to one hour. In this study semi-structured interviews 

were conducted. This method offers the possibility to evaluate the circumstances at any 

time, and add questions if needed (Merriam, 2009).  
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The name of the participants have all been changed and they will not be referred to 

by their real names for confidentiality reasons. The names chosen for the participants in 

this research were all taken from a list of the most common Icelandic names and are 

pseudonyms; these are; Anna, Berglind, Daniel, Elín, Friðrik, Guðrún, Helga, Ingibjörg, Jón 

and Kristín. All interviews were conducted in English but some participants did switch to 

Icelandic while describing their experience.  

3.3 Phenomenological analysis 
The interviews were recorded, transcribed verbatim and analysed according to 

phenomenological methodology. One way that can be used according to 

phenomenological methodology, is to divide the process into three steps: Description, 

reduction and interpretation (Lanigan 1988). Going through these steps helps the 

researcher to gain an understanding of the experiences of the participant in his life-world. 

It also helps the researcher to explain and interpret the experiences of the participant.  

The first step is description which involves the interview process and transcription of 

the interview. Here the researcher collects accurate descriptions of the phenomenon as 

the participant experiences it and together they describe the phenomenon without 

explaining it. Here it is important for the researcher to be aware of her opinions and 

biases and put them aside (Orbe 1998). 

The second step is the reduction where the researcher works with the transcript of the 

interview. Now she can reflect on the participant’s description and experience the 

interview in her own way. The researcher can then begin to identify which parts of the 

description are important and which are not and compile them (Lanigan, 1988). In this 

phase new ideas and experience of the phenomenon start to emerge as well as the 

structure of the experience. The researcher concentrates on one interview at the time, 

reads it a few times over and makes use of so-called imaginative free variation to 

contextualize various aspects of the phenomenon, compare them and find contrasts. A 

clear picture of the themes related to the experience have now emerged. Here 

interpretation has begun and the themes have begun to form.  

The third step is interpretation, and now the researcher tries to understand the 

meaning behind the themes related to the phenomenon. The researcher reviews the 

themes and phrases that stand out and tries to see how they connect and dives into their 
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meaning with the research question in mind. At this stage, the themes have emerged and 

the researcher interprets the subject in her own words based on the participant’s 

experience (Orbe, 1998). In the interpretation stage, five themes were found: “Can’t put 

a single label on Chinese culture”, the second theme was: “It’s not that I look down on 

Chinese brands”, the third theme was: “Quality is always a concern”, the fourth theme 

was: There is a trust issue and finally, the fifth theme was: “My perception has changed 

big time”. These themes are believed to summarize and reflect the results of the 

interviews. 

3.4 Research reliability and validity  
It is difficult to demonstrate the reliability of this study as the result is the researcher‘s 

interpretation of the interviews. The human factor in research can affect and vary at any 

given time. But in order to increase the probability of reliability, the researcher 

interviewed, copied the interviews verbatim and wrote down descriptions as soon as 

possible. The researcher tried to put aside the preconceived ideas she had about the 

research subject. A balance between the researcher and participants is an important part 

of preventing imbalance in the result (Merriam, 2009). The next chapter will be the 

interpretation of the research, the third level of phenomenology, where the research 

questions of the study is answered. 

4 Results 

The participants in this study were graduate students with a diverse background and 

experience of Chinese products and their perceptions were divergent based on their 

different experience of China. Clothing, electronics, spare parts, food and ornaments 

were among the many products participants mentioned they had acquired or 

experienced in the past. As mentioned above, five themes emerged in this study. In the 

first theme (a)) the participants expressed their understanding and knowledge of Chinese 

culture, its heritage, values and craftsmanship. Secondly (b)), the participants described 

their lack of Chinese brands awareness as well as their misgivings towards Chinese brands 

being both innovative and market leading. Thirdly (c)), the participants described their 
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concerns regarding various issues related to the quality of Chinese products. Next (d)), 

the participants discussed their mistrust of Chinese products due to various reasons, and 

finally (e)), they described some sort of attitude change taking place towards China. These 

five themes will be more closely discussed below.  

4.1  “Can’t put a single label on Chinese culture” 
China was described by many participants as a big and diverse country, a country with 

over billion habitants, rich heritage and values. The participants were aware that some 

traditions might differ between geographic locations in China, where people living in the 

larger cities may have adapted to a more modern way of living compared to habitants in 

the rural areas where they live in a more traditional way and were sometimes referred to 

by the participants as the “rice fields”. Helga described the diversity: “China is like many 

countries, it is so different between places”. Others believe China must be infected with 

cultural influence of other countries because China shares international border with so 

many different countries: Guðrún said: “You have Russia and then you have Vietnam and 

Laos; there are so many countries that probably influence China.” Jón is aware of the 

diversity in China and states: 

I think it is such a huge country with so many people that you can’t put a single 
label on Chinese culture. I think there is a lot of different aspects and a lot of 
different types of culture and history […]  

Because China is so geographically large, the participants cannot generalize Chinese 

culture. The participants’ knowledge and understanding of Chinese culture was reflected 

by the size of the land and the population of China and its ancient and complex history, 

so therefore they felt that they as outsiders were unable to really understand its culture 

in depth. The participants acknowledged that they mostly had superficial knowledge of 

Chinese culture, that what they knew was mainly something they had heard from others, 

seen in films or museums abroad. With that in mind, some participants struggled and 

assumed what might be relevant to Chinese culture and used keywords, for example, 

dragons, dance, red and the Chinese flag. Others claimed that they would like to learn 

more about different cultures and they expressed an interest in knowing more about 

other cultures than their own. Participants like Elín felt that the habitants of the Western 

countries are more self-centred, which might indicate some sort of prejudices when it 
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comes to other countries than their own. She said: “I really think we represent China in a 

very a like a single minded view here […] Icelander and well Western nations are kind of 

[…] self-centred […].” This could explain a certain lack of interest or even a general lack of 

knowledge of other cultures than Western culture. 

Other participants spoke with more certainty and were aware of the Chinese heritage. 

Kristín is aware of the old Chinese heritage of writing and said: “They have a lot of written 

history that was written down many […] years ago, long before anyone thought about […] 

to write down stories that happened, stories […] their ancestors told them.” The 

participants were aware that China has one of the oldest documented history in the world 

that the Chinese were one of the first people to use writing as a communication tool. 

Despite that, other participants had difficulties remembering any Chinese traditions or 

what these traditions entail but some of them did, however, connect it to honour, to 

honour the past and pass it on to the next generation. Guðrún has limited knowledge of 

Chinese culture but she has, on the other hand, visited Vietnam, a neighbouring country 

to China numerous times and has gained some insight into what she believes is  common 

between the two countries as regards heritage. She said:  

I like [it] when cultures have like old rituals or way of thinking and I think it is 
beautiful […] I think it is beautiful and nice when older people or parents can 
teach their kids something that has been going on for decades or hundreds of 
years or even thousands of years, it keeps people connected […] which I think 
is nice and cultures connects. 

The participants emphasized that culture is important and that it connects people 

although they have nothing else in common than their own culture and heritage.  

Many things are part of Chinese culture and one such is traditional Chinese 

craftsmanship. Most participants were aware of the existence of these fine, handmade 

products and spoke about them with respect. Ingibjörg believes that Chinese handmade 

products are unique and should be cherished: “I think these kind of products are pretty 

special and the way how these products are made should be preserved, not forgotten 

because that of course is important part of culture.” She indicated that the cultural 

heritage needs to be kept alive by maintaining the craftsmanship and respecting the 

heritage. The participants believe that less and less people are creating these products in 

modern society, and certain styles of craftsmanship and heritage are disappearing, not 
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only in China but worldwide. Anna believes many people in the Western part of the world 

do not know Chinese traditional craftsmanship. She believes that they make these 

products mainly for their own benefit. Anna says: 

I think for a lot of people in the West the only experience they have of Chinese 
products is mass products clothes and homeware […] unless you go out there 
you don’t really have a chance [to] buy these things, so I don’t know. I think 
[…] I see it more they making things for their own part of their world and then 
other things for our part of the world. 

This participant admits ignorance of the cultural heritage and craftsmanship of China and 

believes consumers are unaware of traditional products unless they have visited China. 

Other participants mostly connected the traditional products and craftsmanship to the 

old and ancient China and believe this makes it even more important to keep the cultural 

heritage of Chinese craftmanship alive. On the other hand, some participants described 

a disconnection to handmade Chinese products because they do not have a taste for 

these products and do not know how to value them. Thus Helga who recently visited 

China and was showed an expensive handcrafted vase described this in the following: 

„They have these beautiful things, but for me it is worthless because I don’t connect with 

it.” The craftmanship is different from what Helga is used to and therefore she does not 

appreciate the products that are very different from Icelandic craftsmanship. Other 

participants also described their disconnection to Chinese craftsmanship like Jón who 

mainly looks at Chinese products as something that is made in large quantities and says:  

Thinking about it, I kind of feel that China is much, much more of a mass 
productions country and I almost find it hard or almost impossible to think 
about Chinese craftsmanship and handmade stuff, because my first ignition 
feeling is everything is so mass produced.  

Jón and other participants relate mass production to China and other discussions about 

Chinese culture and heritage was mainly superficial. When it is hard to relate to a culture 

and history of a nation a person knows little of, it could possibly be hard to relate to its 

brands. 

4.2  “It’s not that I look down on Chinese brands”  
The participants mentioned that when choosing between products they are often just 

choosing between different brands. The majority of participants believes that the brand 
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origin matters more than the product’s origin. For many participants, the brand plays a 

big part because consumers prefer a brand they know something about and trust, 

compared to unbranded products or unknown brands. Helga said: “You are buying it, 

because you think you are having something better than buying another brand.” Buying 

a brand is something people do either consciously or unconsciously. The conscious 

consumer likes to buy a brand that is related to green or humanitarian production, while 

the less conscious consumer buys a brand he simply thinks is better. It is therefore very 

difficult for consumers today to decide what to buy based on where a brand is from 

because it is most likely produced in another country.  

Some participants believe Chinese brands hide their origin with foreign brand names 

and packaging for more positive perception in foreign markets and for better market 

positioning. The participants also believe brands hide their origin intentionally so 

consumers perceived the brand origin differently. Other participants believe that Chinese 

brands mainly hide their origin to avoid the association with China, which makes it more 

difficult for consumers to make a formal decision based on the real origin of the brand. 

At the same time this also stands in the way of a Chinese brand awareness. Jón said: 

It’s not that I look down on Chinese brands, it is maybe that I am just unaware 
of them and I think they are still afraid to put to highlight the fact that brands 
are from China. I think Chinese brands try to mask it they are from China. 

This participant is unaware of Chinese brands on the market and therefore believes that 

Chinese brands hide their origin. This perception might also indicate that the participants 

consider Chinese products of slack quality, compared to other countries of origin and 

therefore believe Chinese brands need to hide their origin.  

Chinese brands awareness was limited and  it appears that many of the participants 

do not know any Chinese brands. Elín explained: “I don’t really know Chinese brands that 

are Chinese, or for fact are Chinese … interesting … I can’t name any.” It seems that not 

knowing any Chinese brands induces irritation and even frustration; Helga, however, has 

visited China but in spite of that her experience resembles the others’. She was the only 

participant who could name more than two Chinese brands with certainty. Some 

participants said that due to the lack of the availability of Chinese brands in Iceland, 

Icelandic consumers are less aware of Chinese brands. They also mentioned that there is 
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no store in Iceland which only sells Chinese products or brands, which if that was the case 

it might indicate more brand awareness in Iceland. The Chinese brand that most of the 

participants knew was the Chinese online retailer AliExpress which sells all sorts of 

products in many products categories. The participants had both negative and positive 

experience of AliExpress. They mentioned that the products available were in many cases 

extremely cheap, and that is why so many people like to purchase products from the 

online store. Some participants knew the Chinese technical producer Huawei and a few 

participants had either experienced the brand or heard about it. Although Huawei is a 

leading brand in technology, some of the participants believe that Huawei and other 

Chinese brands are not  market leaders and therefore are not thought to be well known 

in Europe. Ingibjörg had this to say about Chinese brands:  

Maybe the Chinese brands [are] more like a follower […] and other brands are 
[…] of course not all of them, are more like inventing new things and bringing 
new kinds of updates or products to the market, but the Chinese would be 
more like copy or make a minor different […] 

The participants’ brand awareness appears to be rather limited and there is a consensus 

among them that Chinese brands try to hide their real origin. The participants’ misgivings 

about Chinese brands was noticeable, an attitude which may make the consumer unable 

to recognize good quality brands from China. Even though Chinese technology is leading 

in many fields some of the participants feel that this is mainly a copying of Western high 

tech companies. 

4.3  “Quality is always a concern” 
As has been stated, participants in this study are all consumers who currently consume 

or have consumed products of Chinese origin. They all had seen the “Made in China” label 

on various products, but for them the label does not stand for quality. Most participants 

associate China with being a mass manufacturing country due to the amount of products 

they produce in various products categories and export globally., Some participants, 

however are sceptical towards China as a manufacturer because they produce in such 

great quantities, and believe they cannot guaranty quality in everything they produce. 

Friðrik said: “If you are having it made in China, it must be because you are making a lot 

of it.” That applies both to Chinese manufacturers who export their products but also to 
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foreign firms who buy from Chinese manufacturers and sell the products under their own 

name. Although China is perceived as a mass manufacturer, the participants had 

difficulties associating certain product categories to China. Jón said: “I can’t think of any 

product category that I associate with China... it is not like Swiss watches or French cheese 

or German cars.” Because the participants had difficulties in associating China with 

certain product categories, they felt difficult to speak generally about Chinese product 

quality. But because China produces so many products, the participants seemed to agree 

that mass produced products cannot be quality products. They do believe, however, that 

Chinese companies can make quality products and, as an example of an industry that has 

improved a lot in recent years, they took Chinese electronic gadgets manufacturers. They 

also expressed their own positive experience with electronic gadgets that are “Made in 

China” as very positive. Noticeably they all mentioned their phones as an example of 

products manufactured in China. Jón believes that the product quality in Asia has 

increased in the past years and states: 

I believe products from countries that have in the past […] producing cheap 
products or […] poor performance products have significantly improved their 
productions, and I think products now that is coming from China, Taiwan, 
Vietnam […] are of much better quality they were 20–30 years ago and, for 
example, without having studied that a lot, I think electronics, for example, 
are probably mostly […] produced in those countries.  

Other participants believe that increased quality is sometimes due to quality control 

conducted in the factories. The participants believe that there is quality control in 

factories and that Chinese manufacturers are therefore able to produce quality products. 

Ingibjörg took a sample of Ikea and their production in China and worldwide and said the 

following about it: “I trust IKEA, so I trust their productions and I know they came up with 

their own standard about the productions and they have production in countries, like 

everywhere in the world […]”. In other words, Ingibjörg trusts IKEA and its worldwide 

standard as something she can take for granted wherever she shops in IKEA in the world. 

The consensus between participants on quality control was still, however, that the 

Chinese factories that are audited by their foreign partners have stricter control over their 

products, than if they are doing the audits themselves. Quality control is perceived to be 

conducted in Europe and especially in Scandinavia with a higher standard than in China. 
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Some of the participants claim that quality and price are the two main factors that 

matter the most when choosing between products. Guðrún said: “the price has a bigger 

impact but quality is always a concern”. When comparing price and origin country, the 

participants indicated that the price factor might, however, be stronger than the country 

of origin. Some participants expressed that due to low prices of Chinese products in 

general they considered the products of lesser quality and did not have very high 

expectations to the quality of those products. Others found this understandable, as these 

products were often cheaper than products from other manufacturing countries. Some 

participants expressed the opinion that if the Chinese products are not branded they 

need to be more affordable compared to branded products. This might indicate a certain 

association between low prices and low quality, as participants were agreed that if 

consumers want to buy a product that has long durability, they have to pay higher price 

for it. Kristín said: “ If you spend a little bit more money, then you always get more quality 

and when it comes to the Chinese products you don’t need to spend much more money 

to get more quality”. Jón, on the other hand, believes that low prices and poor 

performance products go hand in hand, as he stated: 

People have to be aware that they are making a decision to purchase cheap 
stuff and take a risk sometimes, I mean most of the time when something is 
too good to be true it is, it is too good to be true. 

Often when consumers buy cheap products it backfire on the quality of the products. Due 

to the mass production and low pricing, many participants see China as a manufacturing 

country for fast fashion retailers like Zara and H&M. Because of these types of retailers 

they are able to purchase affordable and stylish clothing as students. The participants 

said, however, that they prefer to buy more quality clothing than these retailers offer and 

in the hope of an increased income in the future Berglind said: “ […] I would buy more 

expensive things that would not [be] made in China.” The reason for this negativity 

towards “Made in China” is that in many cases the participants have no other experience 

of clothing than mass produced clothing. For some participants it made a difference if the 

clothing was bought straight from China compared to clothing bought from a foreign 

brand which has it made in China. Friðrik describes: “But I didn’t buy it directly from China, 

I bought it from a store that makes all their clothes from China.” This indicates that the 

brand might play a bigger part than the origin for Friðrik. 
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Many participants believe that certain countries are better accepted than others in 

terms of quality and reputation. Some participants named Italy and France as examples 

of  high quality production countries in comparison to China and the participants believe 

that these countries produce the majority of all high end and luxury products on the 

market. In some cases, the participants could not associate high quality products with 

China and believe that these high quality products are made elsewhere in the world, even 

though some evidence shows otherwise. Participants like Guðrún do not appreciate China 

as a manufacturing country, and she said: “When I think about like I want something to 

be of very good quality and able to trust the product […] I don’t think “Made in China” 

would be my first … go to product”. This may indicate that Chinese producers have not 

yet proven themselves as quality manufactures and other origin countries are perceived 

to offer better quality as participants experience it. Other participants said that when 

buying clothing they did not think too much about the origin, it did not matter. Some 

participants, however, seemed to be somewhat ambiguous about this as they were all 

aware of what might be the real reason for the low prices on clothing manufactured in 

China. It seems that they did not want to think too much about it as they experience 

themselves powerless in this matter and felt they did not have much choice when 

shopping for affordable clothing. 

4.4 There is a trust issue 
The participants mentioned mistrust towards, for example, products ingredients, quality, 

working methods, treatment of workers, authenticity of the products and environmental 

factors. When all of the answers were viewed together it may be stated that all the 

participants declared some distrust or disbelief in Chinese manufacturing industry.  

Some of the participants experience hybrid products as products with uncertain origin. 

Most of the participants in this study are aware that hybrid products are on the market. 

Additionally, many producers and brands take advantages of this by choosing to have 

their products made in countries where it is cheaper to manufacture them. Elín said: “ I 

don’t feel like I know a lot of companies, when I think about it that make their products 

[…] in the same country as the brands origin, originates.”  

This, however, does not only apply to hybrid products because many brands and 

companies produce their products abroad to reduce cost. For years China has produced 
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these products, due to complex supply chains. A garment from a Scandinavian brand can 

be manufactured at a low cost and relatively unregulated labour market like China, but 

finished and packaged in Italy or France and thereby earning a „Made in Italy” or „Made 

in France” label. Although such practice may be unethical it is legal. Jón said: 

People would tell me that the brands being sold were maybe British or 
German or Spanish or whatever, but still the products were being produced 
95% in China. So I think there is definitely a lot of masking going on […] 

Some participants believe that products are not always claimed to be of the right origin 

which makes it more difficult for consumers to trust the products. They do, however, not 

blame China for it, but rather the company or the brand behind it. There are other things 

which can affects participants’ trust towards Chinese products, such as counterfeit. 

Counterfeit products are unauthorized copies of the real products. Counterfeit products 

are often produced with the intention to take advantage of the superior value of the 

copied product. Some participants connect China with counterfeit products and believe 

that Chinese manufacturers produce these products for distribution worldwide. 

Counterfeit products often carry an imitation brand or logo and have a reputation for 

being of lesser quality than authentic products. In some cases these products include 

toxic materials and can damage the reputation of the original brand. Friðrik believes that 

these products are produced by trademark infringement, as the products are produced 

with similar name or logo as the original brand. Friðrik said: “They sell Ray Berry glasses 

or something like that, they try to copy detail, but I am not sure they name it then Ray 

Berry if they are trying to copy every detail, not good work,” and Friðrik continues about 

why they do it: “I think they are scared of some attorney coming up: you are doing this, 

but we have the trademark for this brand and so they can say no this is not Ray Ban this 

Ray Berry.” Other participants have heard rumours that some imitation products are 

possibly from the same factories as the original products. Daniel declares: “But then one 

has heard that this is from the same factory, but you do not know.” 

A few participants said that they had bought counterfeit products but felt ashamed 

admitting it to others. This shame the participants experience is interlinked with other 

products produced in China and many associate China with being the manufacturer of 

these products. Berglind talked about the shame of consciously buying products that are 

not authentic:  
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You are ashamed of buying something fake. I don’t really know why people 
do it, it’s really weird just because, you want to achieve this standard image 
[…] you don’t have the money or the resources for it, so you just buy 
something fake and hope people don’t notice it, it is really like that in today’s 
Icelandic consumer society, that you like have to own everything and some 
people buy fake stuff from China.  

All participants have had a negative view to Chinese products and quality. When 

Iceland and China established the free trade agreement, all sorts of products came to 

Iceland including defect products. These defect products may have damaged the 

reputation of Chinese products in Iceland. The majority said that the first thing they 

thought about when thinking of Chinese products was that they were of bad quality 

and the findings indicate that all participants have had negative opinion of Made in China 

in the past. Kristin declared: “There is always something in the back of your head like … 

that is crap when you hear ‘Made in China.’” Other participants mentioned that the 

general belief is that people look down on Chinese products, Anna explains:  

I think my experience is just […] more based on some kind of general opinion 
from other people, because I don’t know if I personally have ever had special 
opinion of Chines products, but I […] know that it is more looked down on 
than other products from other countries.  

Helga is aware of the reputation of Chinese goods in Iceland: “I know the reputation 

here in Iceland is bad and also in Europe, but in Asia it is not.” The participants believe 

that part of the reason is related to the labels which sometimes are put on Chinese 

products without the approval of legal intuitions which follows international laws and 

regulations. These products are therefore marked as approved but are in fact just a 

product with a sticker on it. Helga believes that this type of mentality and behaviour is 

destroying China’s name as a manufacturing country and might be the reason consumers 

mistrust products manufactured in China. She said: “[They] make Chinese CE mark and 

put it on products you know […] faking things so they have this faking that’s destroying 

their name.” The CE mark is, however, not the only label believed to be inaccurate, but 

the participants want to be sure that the factory follows certain procedures in the 

manufacturing process and that what is written on the products is authorized. The 

participants also want to be able to trust that the indication of environmental friendly 

manufacturing process is in place and authorized according to the label. In some cases 

the participants are also willing to pay more for it. Ingibjörg said:  
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I think I have never seen it on Chinese products, like the swan label […] or 
something like that […] when I go to stores I am ready to pay a little bit more 
to have the swan on it […] or some other environmental stamps. 

Similar mistrust can also be seen in other types of labelling. The participants want to 

know with certainty what ingredients are being used, they want to buy products which 

are not toxic and do not include any damaging materials. Some of the participants said 

that they did not really trust Chinese food products and alcoholic beverages because they 

had heard that the Chinese did not use approved ingredients in their production. This 

made the participants more aware of the danger that might arise. Although the 

participants indicated that they prefer to buy food-stuffs in which they know all the 

ingredients, they felt that they cannot avoid these products and thus experience an inner 

conflict towards Chinese products. Guðrún describes: “I think you can kind of have to 

trust them because otherwise, what are you going to buy?” The participants experienced 

this uncertainty about other products materials as well and in many cases they would 

trust the products better if the products had different origin. Guðrún explains:  

If I am buying something from plastic, […] say it is a BPA free stuff and it is 
made in China, I would trust it more if it would be from some other country 
or a trusted seller I can be 100 % sure that would use trusted manufactured 
in China  

The participants’ concerns regarding other environmental factors such as sustainability 

and carbon footprints was also noticeable. Some participants expressed their concern 

about products made in China needing to travel long distances between continents 

before arriving in the stores. Ingibjörg is one of these participants and said: “When I see 

maybe made in China, I would rather buy products that are made closer to home.” The 

participants believe China to be far behind European countries in terms of sustainability 

and that they need to be more competitive. Ingibjörg said: “I think … it would be better 

from them if they try to become more sustainable. It is better for the business, better for 

the environment, better for the people and I think they are little behind.” The participants 

do not see China as leading in environmental matters nor equal to other nations in terms 

of environment commitments.  
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4.5  “My perception has changed big time”  
Some of the participants said that the origin country can affect their purchasing behaviour 

in a situation when the country does not follow international laws and regulations, and 

others mentioned that previously they thought working conditions in China were 

primitive and that most of the workers and young children were exposed to slavery. 

Kristín declared: “I thought almost that all of the people were in slavery that was making 

these products because that is what everybody told me that working conditions is terrible 

they have children working doing everything.” The participants indicate that their 

awareness was based on what they had heard, and that they had previously believed that 

the treatment of children and adults was inhuman. These concerns also applied to low 

wages, long hours of work and animal welfare in China. They had, however, realised that 

this was not as relevant as before or at least not in China, but believe such conduct is still 

happening in other parts of Asia. The participants felt that it is sad that consumers need 

a constant reminder of the fact that working conditions in emerging economies most 

likely are poor. They believe that working conditions of employees has improved in China 

and have become better in recent years, because discussion about China has become 

more positive and people are not as negative towards China as manufacturing country as 

before. Kristín believes China is aware of its bad reputation and has begun to  act on it: 

I think the situation in China and the products they make is getting better. 
They are getting more aware of their situation […] of the people, they need 
to have good labourer labour workers and to have better quality of the 
products they need to have better quality for the people so than they can 
have the product cost more  

This change in attitude mentioned by Kristín, indicates that the participants experience 

China differently and believe that China has stepped forward towards improvements. The 

participants said they felt that some things have changed and that they look at products 

originating from China differently from how they did before. Jón is one of them and said: 

“I somehow can’t but think that things are progressing in a positive way.” Helga believes 

that certain reforms have occurred in China, partly because of better economics which at 

the same time have led to the loss of a bit of China’s uniqueness: “It has changed very 

fast so old China is really going away […] so it is changing.” Elín expressed that her attitude 

has changed in recent years towards China and said: 
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I would really like to be more responsible consumer but [it] can be tricky … 
buying products from China is not like I perceived back then […] I thought it 
was the worst thing to buy products from China, but now for example […] 
they can make quality clothing as well it’s good, my perception has changed 
big time. 

The participants’ experience and perception of China is changing and they are becoming 

more positive towards China as a manufacturing country. Past experience is fading and 

they are becoming more positive towards Chinese products quality.  

China has seen much economic growth in the past decades which has led to increase 

in wages and production cost. The participants are aware of these changes and Daniel 

declared: “Some factories are going out of China because it is starting to be more 

expensive to produce there, to India I believe […].” The Chinese state council introduced 

the Made in China 2025 plan. The plan is supposed to help the Chinese industry to go 

from low cost production to quality production. About Xi Jinping, the General Secretary 

of the Communist Party of China, Helga said: “I read all his speeches […] he trying to 

soften up a lot, he is saying Made in 2025 should be more quality, so I think they are on 

their way, but there are lot of things not okay.” As Xi Jinping and the state council have 

already created a plan, it seems that the Icelandic participants are already seeing some 

changes happening and are optimistic about the future. Guðrún described: 

I am thinking about the years to come they will grow much stronger and have 
[…] pretty strong market and I think they are lucky they are a big country and 
[…] they have a lot of people and […] can manufacture lot and have a lot of 
experience.  

In summary, the participants experience China to be a diverse country due to its size 

and population. They find that due to its long history it was difficult to put a single label 

on Chinese culture. The discussion about Chinese culture and heritage was mainly 

superficial and was mostly based on what might be related to Chinese culture.  

Chinese brand awareness was limited which made it difficult for the participants to 

have a say about Chinese brands. According to the participants, the “Made in China” label 

does not stand for quality. Most of the participants are concerned about Chinese 

products quality due to the production quantity and experience certain scepticisms 

towards China as a manufacturer and believe the Chinese cannot guaranty quality in 

everything they produce. They feel, however, that the quality of electronic devices from 
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China has increased in recent years and are generally perceived to be of good quality. The 

participants believe that increased quality in mainly due to quality control conduced in 

factories, but quality control conducted by foreign companies is considered to be better 

than their Chinese counterparts. When comparing price and the origin country, the 

participants indicated that the price factor might overrule the origin. Participants connect 

fast fashion with Chinese factories and some indicate that they would prefer their 

clothing being made elsewhere. Other participants experienced themselves powerless 

and felt they did not have much choice when shopping affordable clothing. The 

participants experience lack of trust towards products produced in China due to complex 

supply chain and hybrid products on the market.  

That said, some of the participants believe that products are not always claimed to be 

of the right origin which makes it even more difficult for consumers to trust the products. 

Other participants connect China and counterfeit products and believe that Chinese 

manufacturers produce counterfeit goods for distribution worldwide. Some participants 

experience shame for purchasing Chinese products while other felt ashamed admitting 

that they had bought imitation products. All participants have had negative opinion about 

“Made in China” in the past and some mentioned that the reputation of Chinese products 

was in many cases poor. Participants want to be able to trust the label and be sure that 

they are buying products which are not toxic nor include any damaging material. The 

participants believe that China is far behind other European countries in terms of 

sustainability and environmental matters. In the past, the participants believed that in 

China children and other workers were working in slavery and worried about low wages 

and long working hours in such factories. The participants believe that working conditions 

of employees have improved in China because the discussion about China had improved 

and people are not as negative towards China as a manufacturing country. The 

participants talked about that they felt that something had changed and that they looked 

at products originating from China differently than they did before and claimed that their 

perception had changed. It seems that the Icelandic participants are already experiencing 

some changes and are optimistic about the Chinese future. 
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5 Discussion 

This study demonstrates several factors that affected the participants’ experiences of 

China as a country of origin and Chinese culture of brand origin. The two research 

questions which guided this study will be discussed below. These are how Icelandic 

consumers experience China as a country of origin and how Icelandic consumers 

experience China as a culture of brand origin.  

The participants in this study perceive China as being a production country. The 

participants’ opinions on the usage of COO differs but it appears that they take their 

information about the product’s quality attributes from the COO which is in line with 

previous studies (Bloemer et al., 2007). It was made clear that the participants use 

cognitive approach in their products quality evaluations. The participants do not associate 

a certain products category with China and therefore use the country of origin as a cue 

about how the product will perform because they have little information about the 

product. This is in line with previous research (Bilkey and Nes, 1982; Johansson et Al., 

1985). The participants said it depended on what kind of product was being evaluated 

how the evaluation process was conducted; if for example the product was a phone or 

phone accessories, their product evaluations were different from other goods. In this 

study, no specific product was given as an example, when referring to products. For that 

reason it is not possible to claim if high involvement or low involvement products matter 

more in the evaluation process (Josassien et al., 2008; Magnusson, 2011b).  

That said, quality is a concern. The “Made in China” label is well recognized, but the 

participants do not associate quality with the label. The participants believe China cannot 

guaranty quality in everything they produce. Meanwhile, electronic devices the Chinese 

produce were generally perceived to be of good quality. This finding is contrary to 

Jiménez and Martín’s (2010) study that China lacks reputation of producing high quality 

goods. The participants perceived that Chinese products quality in general had increased 

in the past years. This finding is not in line with the study conducted previously by 

Drozdenko and Jensen (2009), who found that products produced in China are almost 

universally perceived to be of low quality. This difference in findings may be because this 

research is made 10 years later and the consumer perception might have changed during 

that period. 
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The participants claim that quality and price are the two main factors that matter the 

most when choosing between products. When comparing price and the origin country, 

the participants indicated that the price factor might, however, be stronger than the 

country of origin. This finding is in line with Ettenson et al (1988) who suggested that 

different product cues like price and quality have a stronger effect on consumer product 

evaluations than COO information. However, when participants compared Chinese 

products to products with different brand origin, participants claimed that Chinese 

products should be cheaper, which might indicate that the perceived birthplace of the 

brand matter more than the origin (Lim and O’Cass, 2001; Jin et al., 2006). 

 In this study the participants preferred clothing of different origin than Chinese; some 

participants named Italy and France as examples of a high quality production countries. 

This is in line with previous research conducted by Cordell (1992) who found that the 

consumers tend to evaluate products from emerging economies negatively. China is 

seen as less quality production place, as participants associate high end products with 

countries with more favourable reputation, which supports previous COO studies (Bilkey 

and Nes, 1982; Papadopoulos et al., 1991; Peterson and Jolibert, 1995). Due to the 

quantity, accessibility and low pricing, especially on clothing, the participants felt 

powerless as they experience that they have no other choice than to buy products with 

Chinese origin although in some cases they would prefer not to. However, consumers 

ethnocentrism and the feelings of animosity towards a country was not found (Nijssen 

and Douglas, 2004). 

The participants experience a trust issue. Most of the participants in this study are 

aware that hybrid products are on the market due to a complex supply chain. The findings 

support Al-Sulaiti and Baker’s (1998) notion that the validity of the “made in” label has 

become blurred. The participants believe that products are not always attested of the 

right origin and this makes it difficult for consumers to trust the products. Some of the 

participants connect China with counterfeit products. China produces the majority of all 

counterfeit products in the world (OECD, 2016). Sometimes trademarks are also 

infringed, both labels and the CE marking. The CE marking signifies that products sold in 

the EEA have been assessed to meet high safety, health, and environmental protection 

requirements. The participants believe that this type of mentality and behaviour is 
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destroying China name as a manufacturing country and this might be the reason for 

consumers’ mistrust of products manufactured in China. The majority said that the 

reputation of Chinese products was in many cases poor and the general belief is that 

people look down on Chinese products. This finding is in line with previous studies 

(Aichner, 2014; Bian and Veloutsou, 2007; Rein 2012). The participants do not trust the 

label and would prefer to buy products of different origin which they can trust.  

The participants, however, indicated that their perception has changed. They 

believe that working conditions of workers have improved in China. Some participants 

are aware that in China an active plan is ongoing which is supposed to improve production 

and efficiency and quality of products made in China named „Made in China 2025”.The 

participants said that they perceived products from China differently now than they did 

in the past which might indicate that the Chinese government plan is working as they felt 

that China is progressing in a positive way. The participants are more optimistic about 

China’s future now than they have been before. This research finding is in line with 

previous studies presenting that a country image can change over a period of time 

(Nagashima 1970; 1977; Papadopoulos et al. 1987).  

Although China is one country, it holds a diversity of cultures, something the 

participants understood, even if some felt that they were unable to fully understand 

Chinese culture. Some admitted to mostly having superficial knowledge of Chinese 

heritage and traditions, others indicated that they were interested to know more about 

China and felt that it was important to be more conscious of other cultures than their 

own. Some of the participants are aware of the Chinese heritage and craftsmanship and 

felt that Chinese handmade products were unique and should be treated with respect. 

Meanwhile, other participants claimed that they did not know how to value these 

products because they did not have a taste for Chinese crafts. Furthermore, the 

participants said that they do not connect China today to craftsmanship or heritage 

because they mainly experience China as a mass manufacturer. This might indicate that 

the participants disconnect China’s past from the present, because they do not perceived 

it to be related.  

Majority of the participants believe that the brand origin matters more than the 

products origin. These findings fit well with the results of the study by Saran and Gupta 
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(2012) who found that in certain circumstances brand origin can be more influential than 

country of origin. The participants do not look down on Chinese brands as they do not 

know many of them. When consumers do not know a brand from a particular country, 

they use the image they have of the country to support their evaluation process which is 

in line with previous studies (Maheswaran, 1994). The participants’ brands awareness 

was limited and they struggled to name Chinese brands which supports Chowdhury’s 

(1999) study that most Chinese brand names are unknown outside China.  

The participants seem to use the halo effects when they evaluate Chinese products 

and brands because products familiarity is limited; this finding supports previous research 

(Bilkey and Nes, 1982; Erickson et al., 1984; Johansson et al., 1985). COO studies who use 

the halo approach have shown that it is only when products knowledge is little that the 

COO matters (Johansson et al., 1985). The Chinese brand that most participants knew 

was the Chinese online retailer AliExpress. Whether AliExpress is a brand, company or a 

retailer can be argued. Nevertheless, all participants knew AliExpress and many 

mentioned Huawei, the Chinese multinational telecommunications equipment and 

consumer electronics manufacturer (Huawei, 2019).  

Some previous studies suggest that people rely on the media to know about foreign 

countries and base their evaluations on the media coverage (Ball-Rokeach and DeFleur, 

1976; Han and Wang, 2012). Because the image created by the media can both improve 

and dilute people’s perceptions and attitude towards countries and production 

depending on the coverages at given time, it is worth mentioning that in the past year 

much negative publicity has been about Huawei in Western media. This may affect 

consumers’ perception towards the brand and its products. The participants in this study 

do not perceive China as being an innovative country, nor a market leader, although the 

Chinese government has declared its intention to transform China into “an innovative 

society” (ICDK, 2016). The participants believe that Chinese companies copy other brand 

designs before introducing the products to the market, which might indicate both certain 

disbelief and distrust towards Chinses products and brands. 

The research findings show that there is a difference in experience and perception 

towards China as a production country which can influence consumers. In this study more 

emphasis was placed on China as a country of origin, something which the study findings 
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reflect, because China culture of brand origin was more difficult to handle as a concept. 

The participants were aware of China’s rich heritage and craftsmanship, but limited 

Chinese brand awareness made it difficult to understand consumers’ experience towards 

culture of brand origin. 

5.1 Contributions and limitations 
The contribution of this study is an increased understanding of the subject of China as a 

country of origin and Chinese culture of brand origin. This study also shed some light on 

perception and experience of Icelandic consumers towards China and its country of 

origin. Although the COO effects is the most researched concept in the academic field, 

this study contains new information that has not been available in the academic literature 

before, because it investigates Icelandic consumers, their perception and experience of 

China. The researcher does not know of other studies which explore this aspect and it 

would be interesting to do more of such research, perhaps with a larger number of 

participants. Thus, there would be a chance to understand other experiences and that 

could further enhance understanding of COO and COBO, and extend knowledge of China 

in the Icelandic academic field. This study could also benefit students’ and academics’ 

further studies and give Icelandic importers a chance to know Icelandic consumer 

experience and perception of products originating in China.  

This study sheds light on the lived experiences of a small group of Icelandic students 

or newly graduated, aged 24–51 year, fulfilling certain conditions from the cases 

examined in this research. The participants’ experience is evident in the subject and 

therefore their experience cannot be transferred to others, meaning that another group 

of student may have a different experience than the group of students in the current 

study. In fact, the researcher was surprised by the limited knowledge about China among 

the Icelandic participants. Both in terms of cultural knowledge and brand knowledge, the 

Icelandic participants expressed only surface level understanding of China. For this 

reason, if the study were to be repeated in the future, the researcher recommends asking 

more specific questions and possibly offering examples to the participants to deepen 

their thinking and avoid overly simplistic answers. This type of questioning is particularly 

important when considering culture of brand origin.   
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6 Conclusion  

The researcher is very interested in China and Chinese culture and finds it engaging to 

understand the different experiences and perceptions people tend to have towards 

foreign countries and their culture. This research was considerably interesting but also 

rather challenging at times, but with this research the researcher has gained a valuable 

experience which she can use in the future. The researcher believes that the aim of the 

study, to explore how Icelandic consumers experience Chinese culture and heritage in 

comparison to brands and products made in China, has been achieved and the two 

research questions answered. However, as mentioned in the limitation section, there is 

room for improvements with regard to the interviews question. 

Overall, the researcher believes there is a disparity existing in the perceptions among 

many Westerners of what modern China is. Future research and contribution is therefore 

needed in this area, as China has become more prominent and is increasingly important 

in the international community and it will be interesting to keep track of China in the near 

future.
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Appendix A – Request for Participation  

Hello, 

I am doing my final thesis about country of origin from University of Iceland.  

I am conducting my research as Qualitative research and therefore looking for 10-12 

participants who are students. Since you are my classmate I was wondering if you would 

be so lovely and take part in my research.  

All the best, Birna 
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Appendix B – Informed Consent 

The project is a master’s thesis in Marketing and International business, conducted by 

Birna Dögg Gudmundsdóttir. Her supervisors are Dr. Erla S. Kristjánsdóttir and Pia Polsa. 

The main objective of the study is to understand the experience of Icelandic consumers 

towards country of origin. The researcher requests 45-60 min. interview about the. 

The interview will be recorded and then copied. Anonymity is promised and a permission 

is granted to use the results of the interview in this research as well as to use anonymous 

quotes. 

 

Participant Signature:________________________________________________ 

Date: ____________  

Researcher Signature: ________________________________________________ 
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Appendix C – Interview Framework 

Background questions: 

How old you are? 

What is your occupation  

What is your gender? 

What effect does the origin of the products: “Made In” label, have on your purchase? 

Have you ever visited China?  

When did you visit China?  

For how long time did you stay in China?  

Country of Origin 

1. In your opinion what matter more the origin of the brand or the origin of the 

product? 

2. What is your opinion on Chinese products in terms of quality, price and reputation? 

3. What comes to your mind when you hear “Made in China”? 

4. What is your view towards China as country of origin? 

5. What type of Chinese products have you purchased? 

6. What is your experience on products manufactured in China? 

Culture 

7. What comes to your mind when you hear about Chinese Culture? 

8. What do you know about Chinese culture? 

9. What is your view on Chinese heritages, with heritage I mean something that is handed 

down from the past, as a tradition (e.g. language, religions, festivals, dance, music)? 

10. What is your view of Chinese Craftsmanship, (e.g. the quality of design and work 

shown in something which is handmade such as chines medicine, silk, porcelain). 

11. If you could choose between the same product either with Icelandic origin or Chinese 

origin, which would you rather choose and why? 
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12. What determines if you buy an Icelandic product or Chinese product? (e.g. price, 

quality) 

Brands 

13. Can you tell me what you know about Chinese brands? 

14. Which Chinese brands do you know? 

15. What is your view on Chinese brands which are Chinese in origin compared to brands 

origin from other countries than China? 

16. Is there anything that you would like to add, something that I did not ask you about? 



 

70 

Appendix D – Interpretation 

“Can’t put a single label on Chinese 
culture” 

Lack of awareness, don’t know, diverse, 
rich/poor, economic changes, rice farmers, 
general knowledges, lack of interest,  need to be 
thought in schools, interested, modern, respect, 
work ethic, old rituals, special, rare, good food, 
not personal, not sophisticated, collective group, 
weird values, beautiful,  

“It’s not that I look down on Chinese 
brands” 

Crap, bad quality, don’t know any, no awareness, 
hide origin, AliExpress, Huawei, ok brands 

“Quality is always a concern” Quality, bad, better, crap, Crap, bad quality, can 
make good products, overall good products, their 
way of making money, price different, price 

There is a Trust issue Fake, counterfed, lack of trust, can rely on the 
products, products don’t last for long,  feeling 
ashamed,   spare parts, mass produced, hide the 
origin, toxic,  ruthless, not certificated, cheap, 
prejudice, lack of knowledges, worker, treatment,  

“My perception has changed big time” Diverse product offering, more quality control, 
Something is changing, not black and white, they 

can make all sorts of products 

 


