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ABSTRACT 

 
THE LUXURY BRAND AND ITS GROWING DEMAND IN CHINA 

________ 
 

An Investigation into Brands and Branding in Relation to  
China’s Trend Toward More Individualistic Consumer Behavior with an 

Increased Affinity for Luxury Products 
 
 

By  
 

J. Colin Mangham 
 
 
Brands are not simply products and logos but complex amalgamations of 

experiences, desires and emotions in a consumer’s mind  (Figley 2007; Wheeler 

2006). The affinities and loyalties consumers have with favored brands result 

from their experiences and associations relative to those uniquely differentiated 

products and services. A sufficiently deep and wide understanding of the above 

is critical to the success of luxury brand marketers who must ensure that they 

meet or exceed consumer expectations for quality, design, esteem and social 

status.  

 

This dissertation aims to investigate the fundamentals of brands and branding as 

related to self-expression and the formation of one’s social identity, with a 

particular emphasis on luxury brands and conspicuous consumption. The 

research study will concurrently explore Chinese luxury brand demand and 

consumption driven by the ‘New Rich’ who are adopting a more brand-oriented 

culture and buying status symbols to express their intended social identity. 
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As a result of the research study, which will include extensive review of existing 

literature (Literature Review) coupled with primary qualitative research 

(Methodologies; Results and Analysis), this dissertation will provide conclusions 

and recommendations foremost to luxury brand marketers and others 

endeavoring to succeed in China or further research the queries and topics 

herein. 
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INTRODUCTION  
 

“Everyone waits with bated breath and towering expectations as China 

takes its first wobbly steps in Manolo Blahniks.”  

(Chadha & Husband 2006, p17) 

 
Aims of the Dissertation 
A key success factor for almost any brand, particularly an international luxury 

brand, is to quickly and effectively determine the optimal mix of branded 

communications (e.g., advertising, direct marketing, retail promotion, product 

design, online marketing, word of mouth, etc.) that maintain the core tenets of the 

brand – its brand identity – while ensuring that consumer perceptions, 

psychological needs, and cultural differences are not only appropriately and 

accurately assessed as potential challenges, but also leveraged as strategic 

opportunities for the brand.  

 

After China’s many years of communism and market socialism that resulted in 

the majority of its citizens living in poverty, the country now boasts a new elite 

that is showing off its recently acquired wealth (Chandler 2004). As a result, 

Western luxury brands are rushing into an increasingly hot Chinese market, and 

include products from LVMH, Prada, Gucci, Dior, YSL, Armani, Zegna and 

Cartier (Chandler 2004).  

 

From assessment of the current literature, it appears that while there have been 
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a number of academic essays published on topics directly or peripherally related 

to Western companies entering Chinese markets, there is a scarcity of work 

focused upon the psychological and sociocultural underpinnings of modern 

brands as these relate to social identity and China’s shift in consumptive 

behaviors from ingrained collectivism to increasing individualism. The latter is, as 

this dissertation will examine, evidenced by recent trends in consumer behavior, 

and most notably with the purchase of luxury products in categories of interest 

including: fashion and fragrance; wine and spirits; and contemporary art and 

design.  

 

Overall, this study will first explore brands and branding, particularly as related to 

luxury products and services, then endeavor to identify shifting cultural values in 

China as a function of consumer behavior, specifically brand affinities and 

loyalties as they relate to personal expressions of social identity and status. 

 
Luxury Brands and Social Identity 
Brands are not simply products and logos but complex amalgamations of 

experiences, desires and emotions in a consumer’s mind  (Figley 2007; Wheeler 

2006). According to Gobe (2001, pxxvii-xxix), “Products fulfill needs, experiences 

fulfill desires.” While logic, rationalization and reasoning might lead to the 

consumer making a purchase decision, it is generally emotion that responds to 

the brand promise and leads to action (Roberts 2004). This is especially the case 

with luxury brands (e.g., Chanel, Giorgio Armani, Gucci, Prada, Rolex, Rolls-

Royce, Ferrari, etc.). 
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According to Wiedmann et al. (2007) the purchase and display of a luxury brand 

provides some esteem to the consumer, and as such enables him or her to meet 

requirements for functionality but, more importantly, to also meet psychological 

needs for self-expression and social identity (Chevalier & Mazzalovo 2006). 

 
China’s Emerging Market 
According to the China Daily (Anonymous 2004b), four years before the Beijing 

2008 Olympics and the recent big buzz of the China gold rush in the United 

States, the market for luxury goods in China experienced the biggest growth rate 

in the sector worldwide with a total value estimated at US$2 billion.  What is 

more, in China and other Asia-Pacific emerging markets luxury brands remain on 

the rise as accoutrements of personal identity; means by which consumers can 

proclaim to their peers that they are upwardly mobile in an increasingly affluent 

economy (Ruiz 2008).  

 

With increasing wealth in China, precipitated by an increasingly more capitalistic 

economy, Chinese consumers are purchasing luxury brands for high quality 

materials, workmanship and design aesthetics, but also as means of self-

expression and communication of social status (Chadha & Husband 2008). 

Furthermore, as this research study will highlight, the brands they are buying to 

achieve this are predominantly Western luxury products. 

 

At first blush this might appear to be an odd trend in China, the world’s largest, 
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by far, collectivist culture, wherein interdependence and support of the group has 

trumped independence and the attainment of individualism for many decades 

(Bersamina 2008). That is, until recently. So one problem addressed by the 

proposed research is that consumer behavior, particularly as it relates to luxury 

brand affinities, has not been frequently regarded as a litmus test for budding 

individualism in the world’s largest collectivist culture and socialist economy.  

 

Problem Statement 
This investigation will first examine the fundamentals of US and European 

branding and marketing and their relation to consumer behavior as a function of 

personal, individualistic expression, with an emphasis on luxury brands and 

conspicuous consumption. It will then explore how Chinese consumers are 

adopting a more brand-oriented culture, as is being exhibited among the 

country’s New Rich. Lastly, it will provide conclusions and recommendations 

foremost to luxury brand marketers and others endeavoring to succeed in China 

or further research the queries and topics herein. 

 

 

Questions this dissertation will endeavor to answer include: 

• What are brands and what is branding, particularly as related to luxury brands 

and their representation of values, ethics, aesthetics, sophistication and 

status symbols? 
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• If and how luxury brands contribute to the formation and expression of 

personalities in the context of social interaction and identity?  

• What indications exist that the Chinese are becoming more brand-focused as 

a function of their increasing disposable income and personal freedoms, as 

evidenced by trends toward conspicuous consumption?  

• What are the key categories (e.g., fashion, automotive, spas/resorts) 

generating demand for luxury brands both internationally and in China? 

• What are the most common channels of brand communication for luxury 

products and services, and how might these present challenges and 

opportunities in Chinese markets? 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 
Introduction 

“Why can’t someone order a casket from Gucci or Prada?” (Rashid 2006, p182).  

Perhaps they can and will soon, as some people’s brand affinities and, indeed, 

loyalties run so deep that they live for the things they buy. Brands themselves are 

not simply products, services, logos or jingles. According to (Figley 2007) and 

Wheeler (2006), brands are for the most part intangible, living in the minds of 

consumers as complex amalgams of perceptions, associations and emotions that 

can range from love to hate and everything in between.   

 

Brands and Branding 

The Brand 
According to Keegan and Green (2005), visual attributes of a brand can be found 

in its use of symbols (e.g., logo marks) and brand “names.” The brand identity is 

comprised of these visual manifestations in the forms of logo graphics (e.g., 

trademarks), icons, characters, avatars or other symbols and designs (e.g., 

packaging), as well as verbal expressions such as company and product names, 

taglines, and campaign/promotional themes (Wheeler 2006, pp4-6).   

 

Figure 2.1: Sample Brand Logos (Bizcovering 2008; Travelstart 2007) 
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As defined by Dictionary.com (2009), a logo “also called logotype, is a graphic 

representation or symbol of a company name, trademark, abbreviation, etc., 

often uniquely designed for ready recognition.” Chevalier and Mazzalovo (2008), 

state that typographers to originally used the word to describe or otherwise 

designate printed signs comprised of a similar typographical character. These 

signs and symbols (e.g., rampant lions, birds of prey) typically represented a 

company and/or family and eventually became synonymous with the individual or 

organization.  As such, kings, queens, stone masons, cobblers, dry cleaners, 

washing detergents, computer companies and cattle ranchers have branded their 

products through the ages. 

 

A common misconception associated with such visual attributes is that the “logo” 

is the “brand.” Brands are, however, bigger, deeper, wider and more complex 

than the component attributes of brand identities. Brands are inherently 

intangible – they exist predominantly in the minds of consumers (Figley 2007). 

Walter Landor, founder of Landor Associates, one of the biggest names in the 

branding business, puts it this way: “Products are created in the factory … 

brands are created in the mind” (Wheeler 2006, p4). Gobe (2001, pxxvii-xxix) 

extends this to emotions and behavioral psychology, stating, “Products fulfill 
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needs, experiences fulfill desires.”  

 

The Brand Promise 
A strong brand communicates value in the minds of those people who can 

benefit from their experience with a company’s products, services, people and 

promises (Daily Brand Group 2008). A prominent company, organization or 

community of companies engages and sells not only on reputation, but also on 

the belief its customers have in its ability to deliver quality and value as promised. 

The promise is the key. That promise should link the product or service to the 

mind of the consumer (Adamson 2006). Further, a company’s brand should 

make a promise that it can (i.e., it has the ability) and should (i.e., there is a 

need) keep (Daily Brand Group 2008).  

 

Chevalier and Mazzalovo (2008) state that a brand is a contract between a 

company/product and its customer/consumer, and that the relationship is not only 

one of economic value (i.e., money exchanged for goods or services), but also of 

emotional value, sometimes to what might be considered extreme levels of 

intensity. While logic, rationalization and reasoning might lead to the consumer 

reaching a conclusion, it is generally emotion that responds to the brand promise 

and leads to action (Roberts 2004).  

 

Emotional Values 
The degree to which emotion influences purchase behavior of varies widely, but 
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there are emotive associations there nonetheless.  For example, one mother in a 

consumer forum stated, “I buy Tide because that's what my mom bought. I never 

bother to compare pries [sic], I assume my mom knows the best detergent 

(Marginal Revolution 2008). In other words, she associates the name, logo and 

packaging with her mother and their relationship.  

 

Consumers attach strong emotional values to brands for reasons including the 

historical (e.g., heritage of peerless quality) and the social (e.g., what will peers 

think) (Chevalier & Mazzalovo 2008). Only a small percentage of the world’s 

consumers make decisions solely as a function of the assessing facts – even 

these people will have some things they purchase on impulse or in the sway of 

emotions conjured by or otherwise associated with a brand (Roberts 2004). 

 

As the above relates to the logo identity, the outward badge symbolism of a 

particular brand suggests that the consumer associated with the brand belongs 

to an exclusive club or group (Chevalier & Mazzalovo 2008). 

 

Symbolism in Popular Culture 
It has been said that popular culture is the closest thing America has to a national 

faith (Stern 1992). According to the authors, America was once of people who did 

things and made things, not just dreamed of things. As a result, consumers have 

‘relationships’ with goods that go far beyond utility … many brands convey 

identification with certain status groups (Hartman 2003). 
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The above is a function of what Solomon et al. (2006) refer to as a cultural 

production system (CPS); the constituents of which include not only the product 

manufacturers and service providers, but also the rich and famous celebrities, 

rock stars, retail environments, fashion magazines and anyone (or anything) else 

that influences consumer perceptions of what is to be desired and attained.  

 

As Schroeder and Borgerson (2005) illustrate, marketing communications create 

and contribute to culture via representational conventions. A simple 

representational convention can be seen in vertical orientations of celebrity 

headshots and photos of ‘satisfied’ consumers in magazines and newspapers 

(Schroeder & Borgerson 2005). 

 

One of the three components of the CPS is a communications subsystem, which 

includes advertising agencies, opinion leaders and others who help assign 

symbolic meanings to products (i.e., Gucci equals ‘wealthy’) (Solomon et al. 

2006). Most important to this dissertation’s focus on luxury brand influencers, 

there are cultural gatekeepers who act as tastemakers or filters, as it were, for 

these symbolic representations in the media; radio deejays and fashion 

magazine editors, for example.  

 
Such symbols become ingrained within our cultures, and the line between a 

marketed fantasy and actual reality has become blurred to the point that 

integrated marketing often appears to exert a self-fulfilling prophecy (Solomon et 
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al. 2006): if ‘it’ is marketed as ‘cool’, then it becomes cool; and when it is cool, it 

is marketed as being even cooler. Until, that is, the product or, more systemically, 

the brand itself is no longer cool because too many ‘uncool’ people have quite 

literally bought into it.  

 

The Store-Bought Individual 
‘To each, his own’ is a common saying in America that is meant to be pithily 

indicative of the country’s highly individualistic culture – everyone has his or her 

own distinct personality, beliefs, wants, needs, desires. Hofstede (2004) 

underscores this with his Uncertainty Avoidance Dimension. He ranks the US a 

46, while the world average is a 64, and interprets this to mean that American 

society has fewer rules and a greater tolerance for disparate ideas, thoughts and 

beliefs (Itim International 2007). 

 

This further supports Hofstede’s ranking of the US as the most individualistic 

country in the world (Itim International 2007). Yet, there are many large groups of 

individuals who seem intent on dressing the same way, buying the same food, 

listening to the same music … all to express what is arguably not their own 

personality, but that of an individual (here again, celebrities, opinion leaders, etc.) 

who purportedly uses the product or service, or a peer group as a whole 

(Solomon et al. 2006). Toyota Motor Company recently campaigned cleverly on 

this theme with advertising and promotions for its Scion boasting the campaign 

theme, “United by Individuality” (Dexigner 2009). 
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The bottom line is, as Kevin Roberts (2004), CEO of Saatchi & Saatchi 

Advertising, represents, consumers everywhere want to embrace their emotions 

– the brands they embrace, both as consumers and, conversely, as marketers, 

must create emotional resonance. Notably, such emotions are often held in the 

sway of social affiliations; actual (reality), desired (aspiration), and imagined 

(fantasy), as this research study will explore further.  

 

Identity, Self-Expression and Archetypes 
The brand and, specifically its logo and other unique visual cues, communicates 

first to the consumer, its messages of quality, heritage, ethics, status, 

sophistication, physical attraction, etc. – then for the consumer when, post-

purchase, he or she is associated with these brand values and hopes to be 

perceived by others as personally representing such qualities (Chevalier & 

Mazzalovo 2008). According to Maio and Olson (1999, p40), certain products, 

and indeed brands, support such social identity functions in that they are 

purchased as means to express one’s values and personal identity. The authors 

also state that such products are typically made visible to the public eye as 

symbols of membership in a certain group (e.g., social strata or circle). 

 

A “self-concept” comprises the beliefs one holds about oneself, as well as the 

means by which he or she evaluates personal qualities (Solomon et al. 2006,  

p248). According to the authors there are several useful frameworks for better 

exploring and understanding such complex and subjective concepts as “self.” 
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One such model is world-renowned psychologist Carl Jung’s overarching theory 

of archetypal roles. 

 

Solomon et al. (2006, p248) cite Jung’s archetypal psychology and theory of a 

“Collective Unconscious” as key underpinnings of the study of consumer 

behavior. Jung’s perspectives were founded upon a psychic inheritance, whereby 

we are never actually aware of a collective reservoir of human experiences, but 

our personal lack of awareness does not diminish the influence this underlying 

experience has on our individual feelings and behavior.  

 

In mythic and folklore stories there are specific values associated with the hero 

and his or her quest (Chevalier & Mazzalovo 2008). These typically include 

worldviews derivative of moral and ethical constructs as well as some aesthetic 

(e.g., beauty) and emotional (e.g., love) appeals that are generally universal, 

worldwide. 

 

Revisiting the notion of brands conveying values, Chevalier and Mazzalovo 

(2008) cite a study by Bernard Dubois and Patrick Duquesne that distilled five 

elements of value perception and delivery – mythical, exchange, emotional, 

ethical and identity. The three most relevant to this dissertation are: mythical 

value (more below); emotional value, which is manifest from the complex mix of 

psychological associations with a brand or sector; and identity value, which 

relates to how consumers use a particular brand or mix of brands as means of 
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self-expression. 

 

Regarding mythical value, the paradigm of archetypes in global branding and 

advertising in particular is of increasing importance in modern marketing, with 

contemporary strategists advocating the use of archetypal symbolism to appeal 

to emotional and attitudinal constructs fundamental to human psychology (Tsai 

2006, p644). Put into practice, brand communications such as advertisements 

tap into emotions and behavioral patterns by appealing to innate needs (Solomon 

et al. 2006). The authors state that marketers can actually hypothesize whether a 

TV commercial or a film that uses a typical fairy-tale archetype (e.g., Cinderella) 

will evoke higher arousal reaction than [those] without this archetype.  

 

Magicians, Heroes and Celebrities 
One of the more prominent recent examples of archetypal branding can be found 

in the Harry Potter franchise rooted in tales of witches on brooms, dungeons and 

dragons, the death and rebirth – physical, spiritual, allegorical – of heroes in the 

tradition of a phoenix, and even the valley of the shadow of death, as it were. All 

bundled up into a work of fiction that is one of the biggest marketing machines 

popular culture has seen this decade or any other (Henderson 2009). 

 

According to Henderson (2009), over 400 million Harry Potter books have been 

sold worldwide. These include a translation into Mandarin in which Harry’s name 

is Ha-li Po-te. An article in The Week magazine (2007) claimed that The Holy 
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Bible and The Quotations of Chairman Mao are the only volumes having more 

copies in print than Harry Potter. The article goes on to describe how Harry 

“casts his spell,” primarily through author Rowling’s use of time-honored themes 

that borrow heavily from folklore and mythological archetypes centered upon 

heroism. To wit, these themes are played out in vibrant color across marketing 

campaigns for both the final book in the series, “Harry Potter and The Deathly 

Hallows,” and the most recent movie, “Harry Potter and The Order of the 

Phoenix” (Harry Potter 2009). Fans can dress up as Harry and play his role via 

videogames (Amazon.com). 

 

Figure 2.2: Living the Brand – Harry Potter Videogame (Amazon.com) 

 

 

Indeed, the above is the archetypal hero’s journey that, according to Vogler 

(1992), often begins in an “ordinary world.” In the context of this research study, 
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the ordinary world is not a castle surrounded by an enchanted forest; rather it is 

the familiar surroundings of the consumer, including home, office, clothes, car(s), 

relationships, entertainments, etc. Here our hero (i.e., the consumer) engages in 

a problem, challenge, or adventure to undertake (Vogler 1992), even if it is 

simply to kill weeds in one’s garden, run a little faster in new Nikes, or dress the 

part to turn heads the moment one walks in the door at the hottest new 

restaurant in town. 

 

Figure 2.3: Omega Seamaster: James Bond Edition (ViaLuxe 2008) 

 

 

Mr. Potter is far from alone. According to Lehu (2007), brand tie-ins for “Die 

Another Day,” featuring the modern day hero James Bond, were estimated as all-

time record holders, between US$120 million and US$160 million for more than 

20 product placements. One of the brands was Omega, which created a custom, 

limited edition Seamaster wristwatch with Mr. Bond’s “007” on its face (Lehu 

2007). That is just the tip of the proverbial iceberg in the arena of branded 
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entertainment – a favored marketing channel for many luxury brands – and, as 

this research study will explore, it is only now becoming common in China.  

 

One needs look no further than most company or product taglines – Chanel: 

“Share the Fantasy” – to see that the appeal to such archetypal roles, heroic or 

otherwise, is very much the norm in advertisement calls to action, often boasting 

the promise of adventure: 

 

• Volkswagen: “Drivers wanted.” 

• Busch Beer: “Head for the mountains.” 

• U.S. Navy: “It’s not a job. It’s an adventure.” 

• Apple Computer: “Think different.” 

• Las Vegas: “What happens here, stays here.” 

• Rolex: “An Obsession with Perfection” 

 (Tagline Guru 2005; Goldberger & Negretti 2008) 

 
The above is of significant importance in luxury branding, whereby the brand is 

meant to evoke a lifestyle in which the consumer has – either in reality or fantasy 

– a role to play. 

 
Branding and Integrated Marketing 
Branding is the strategic and creative process of communicating with consumers 

to shape their perceptions of what the brand is, does and stands for – what it 
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symbolizes. Branded communications must also ensure that the brand delivers 

upon its promises while remaining effectively associated with certain people 

(e.g., celebrity spokesmodels) and related lifestyles. (Sartain & Schumann 2006; 

Slovinsky 2006) 

 

Solomon et al. (2006) state that as marketing strategies become increasingly 

more sophisticated a “global consumer culture” will take shape, shouldered by 

consumer affinities for specific brands and the people (often celebrities) and 

lifestyles with which those brand-names are associated. Perhaps most 

importantly, Neumeier (2003) states a brand is not what a company or its 

constituents says it is; rather, it is what its consumers, prospects, most loyal fans 

and harshest critics say it is.  

 

Such is the arena in which luxury brands compete not only against one another, 

but also in the minds of consumers. Branding and integrated marketing make the 

brand tangible by communicating signals that create, maintain and shape mental 

associations with the brand (Adamson 2006).  Every communication in every 

media, ranging from a business card to a phone call to a national television spot 

can shape a consumer’s perception of a brand (Daily Brand Group 2008).  

 

According to Wheeler (2006), these communications are brand touchpoints, each 

offering an opportunity to more effectively communicate the brand’s essence and 

strengthen its associations.  
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Table 2.1 Expressions of Brand Identity (Daily Brand Group 2008) 

Mission Statement / Values Color Palette 

Competitive Positioning Style and Usage Guide 

Company or Product Name Corporate Stationery System 

Tagline or other Theme Product Packaging 

Logo and Logotype  

 

The Advertising Research Foundation defines marketing as a methodology for 

“creating, communicating and delivering value” (Passikoff 2007, p18).  Marketing 

communications used to express brand features, attributes, promises and other 

messages include components in Table 2.2 below: 

 
Table 2.2 Sample Marketing Communications (Daily Brand Group 2008) 

Advertising Outdoor 

Direct Marketing Events / Promotions 

Collateral / Brochures Organizational Campaigns 

Websites Ongoing Research / Testing 

Broadcast (Radio and TV) Viral Marketing / Word of Mouth 

Point of Purchase Guerilla Marketing 

 

These visual (graphical) and verbal (written and/or spoken) communications 
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comprise “marketer –created symbols”, as Solomon et al. (2006, p536) describe, 

which become ingrained within cultures. It is important for marketers to 

remember how they visually, verbally and experientially express that the product 

or service can lead to a change in consumption behaviors, potentially even start 

a trend in consumption, thus increasing purchases of the brand, product or 

service. The cultural production system (CPS), as described by Solomon et al. 

(2006), analyzes how marketing can create a cultural product. If one applies this 

to Gucci handbags then it could be described in the following way: 

  

Gucci designers (creative subsystem) create a utilitarian handbag. It is selected, 

manufactured (crafted) and distributed by a variety of companies (managerial 

subsystem). The product is communicated to the consumers through advertising 

agencies, peer groups, opinion leaders, the rich and famous of society, and so 

forth to eventually encompass attributes that hold meaning to the consumer 

(communication subsystem). (Solomon et al. 2006).  

 

The throughput sector, or ‘cultural gatekeepers’ (above), are the films, television 

shows, celebrities, retail outlets, fashion magazines and so forth who influence 

and manipulate the perceptions of this product through their advertising and 

other marketing efforts (e.g., promotions, events, website).   

 

Marketers, often through product placement, a strategy of inserting products and 

brand names into motion pictures and television shows (Solomon et al. 2006), 
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represent these products as symbolic of particular lifestyles (e.g., celebrity, see 

Figure 2.4 below). 

 

Figure 2.4: Chanel Spokesmodels (Chanel) 

  

Catherine Deneuve (French) Nicole Kidman (Australian) 

 

 
 

Marilyn Monroe (American) Christy Turlington (American) 
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Consumers have never been so aware of the intent of advertising, marketing and 

branding as we are today, but when they wish to live like those pop culture icons 

[their modern day archetypal heroes] they snap up those products (Crane & 

Matten 2004). 

 

The above is important to note with regards to how marketing influences popular 

culture, with Solomon et al. (2006) stating that our values, beliefs and attitudes 

toward popular products are evident in how we consume such products (and 

services) in efforts to define and express our roles and positions (e.g., status) in 

society. Drill down further to the microcosms of our inner circles of peers and one 

finds Word of Mouth marketing, both natural among friends and seeded by 

marketers themselves, holding an enormous amount of sway over purchase 

decisions. 

 
Word of Mouth (WOM) and Viral Marketing 
The renowned author and strategist Peter Drucker once said, “The aim of 

marketing is to know and understand the customer so well that the product or 

service sells itself” (Denning 2005, p112). Today, with a concurrent decrease in 

consumer trust of marketing messages and an increase in social networking due 

to technologies including the Internet and mobile phones, word-of-mouth (WOM) 

communication has become a highly valuable conduit for influencing consumer 

behavior (Solomon et al. 2006).  
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Over the course of one’s day, many topics of conversation are product-related, 

even if not brand specific. Examples might include references to how good (or 

bad) one looks in certain clothes, where he or she recommends as a great place 

to eat, or how they might have had a bad experience in the teller line at the bank. 

This is of particular importance to luxury brand marketers in that consumptive 

behavior so often relies upon what one’s peers will think of the purchase 

(Slovinsky 2006). 

 

According to Kotler et al. (2006), marketers today are embracing more holistic 

approaches, utilizing WOM and other less conventional (e.g., advertising) tactics 

for engaging consumers. WOM works because increasingly consumers trust their 

friends, family and colleagues, and at the same time are often suspicious of 

advertising and conventional marketing (e.g., direct mail).  

 

One of the most common tactics in WOM marketing today is ‘viral marketing’ 

(Solomon et al. 2006), which involves a strategy by which consumers knowingly 

(or, more often, unknowingly) sell a product to other consumers. The Internet has 

expanded the reach and potential efficacy of this tactic, and made it especially 

promising for trusted opinions shared between tech-savvy generations X and Y 

worldwide.  

 

Stephen R. Covey wrote an entire book on the subject, aptly titled “The Speed of 

Trust”, in which he explored the psychology that trust builds confidence, and 
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distrust breeds suspicion (Covey 2006, p4). When we receive information ‘virally’ 

– face-to-face, on the phone, via email, etc. – from people we know we are more 

likely to find it more trustworthy, reliable and useful than if we were to receive it 

via advertising or other obvious marketing communications (Solomon et al., 

2006). As will be explored in greater detail in the following section, this peer-to-

peer communication is of paramount importance to the growth of luxury brands 

worldwide. 

 

Luxury Brands 

Global Market 
Verdict Research (2007) forecasts global expenditures on luxury-branded 

products will hit US$450 billion by 2012, as the rate of growth doubles. Verdict 

also asserts the Asia Pacific region, which includes China and India, will nearly 

triple in value by 2012. The region has the potential to account for nearly a 

quarter of global spending at US$113 billion, overtaking the Americas as the 

second-largest market. This region is in danger of taking Europe’s crown as the 

most valuable market – accounting for 36.2 percent of the total by 2012 

compared with Europe’s 36.4 percent: 
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Table 2.3: Estimates of Luxury Business Size, 2006 (€ Billions) 

Ready-to-Wear [Fashion] 20 

Leather Goods [Fashion] 15 

Fragrances and Cosmetics 30 

Spirits and Champagnes 30 

Still Wines 50 

Watches [Fashion] 10 

Jewelry [Fashion] 30 

Tableware 5 

TOTAL 190 

Source: Chevalier & Mazzalovo 2008: 22 (authors’ estimates) 

 

According to the French luxury brand alliance Comité Colbert (2006), there is a 

very promising future for luxury goods and services near on the horizon --- expert 

economists believe that intangible value (e.g., brand value, emotional appeal) 

enables for more effective product differentiation and will help to bolster the world 

economy. Furthermore, Verdict Research (2007) finds that despite rising interest 

rates, stock market volatility, war, terrorism and other factors having a negative 

impact on world markets, luxury brands will continue to be strong in emerging 

markets such as India and China. 

 

The major operators that garner the most attention are LVMH (Louis Vuitton 

Moët Hennessy), Richemont and PPR Gucci – though it is interesting to note that 



 
 

 
26 

the latter is actually smaller than L’Oréal, and Richemont and PPR Gucci 

combined are smaller than Estée Lauder (Chevalier & Mazzalovo 2008). The 

field of operators at large is highlighted in Table 2.4 on the following page: 
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Table 2.4: Major Luxury Operators, 2006 (€ Billions) 

LVMH  15,306 

Diageo [Wine and Spirits] 10,890 

Pernod Ricard [Wine and Spirits] 6,443 

Estée Lauder 5,026 

Richemont 4,827 

L’Oréal 3,773 

Chanel 3,600 

PPR Gucci 3,568 

Bacardi [Spirits] 3,000 

Rolex 2,000 

Fortune Brands 2,000 

Tiffany 1,891 

Valentino Fash. Gr. 1,728 

Hermés 1,514 

Burberry 1,275 

Others 128,940 

TOTAL 190,000 

Source: Chevalier & Mazzalovo 2008, p24  

(Annual reports and authors’ estimates) 

 

The Nielsen Company, having conducted surveys of 25,000 consumers in 48 

countries, reported in spring of 2008 that the list of top brands are Gucci, Chanel, 
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Calvin Klein, Louis Vuitton and Christian Dior, notably all fashions and 

accessories (Ruiz 2008). Similarly, Interbrand (2008) reported the following: 

Table 2.5: Leading Luxury Brands – 2008 Rankings (Interbrand 2008) 

 

 

Notably, all of the above are either categorized as or, in the case of fine jewelry 

and watches, closely associated with fashion brands, and are brands one wears 

on their person. This sector focus will prevail over the remainder of this 

dissertation for two reasons. One, the things one wears are the most directly and 

immediately reflective of one’s identity as compared to, say luxury cars one 

drives or spas one frequents (Chadha & Husband 2006).  

 

Also in keeping with the observations of Chadha and Husband (2006), in the 

Asia-Pacific region it is far less likely that a frequent luxury goods consumer, 
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typically an urban dweller, will live in a large home or expensive condominium or, 

as it remains common in China and Hong Kong, will even drive a car, let alone a 

luxurious one. So the luxury brands they purchase are largely what they can 

wear or otherwise carry with them.  

 

Furthermore, as Veblen (2001, p123) states with regards to lavish expenditures 

on fashion back in the late 19th century when he wrote on the subject, “our 

apparel is always in evidence and affords an indication of our pecuniary standing 

to all observers at first glance. 

 

O’Cass and Choy (2008), in their exploration of fashion brands purchased by 

Chinese generation-Y consumers, found that those consumers for whom a brand 

had become important to their lifestyles develop highly favorable attitudes toward 

those products and services. Conversely, consumer attitudes toward a brand 

could be favorably influenced even prior to purchase, primarily as a function of 

one’s perception of the brand’s status. This is the realm and indeed the power of 

the luxury brand – why else, as Roberts (2004) states, would someone in 

Singapore wait three years to purchase a Kelly or Birkin bag from Hermés, or five 

years for a Rolex Daytona watch.  

 

International Appeal 
As mentioned, a luxury brand consumer must perceive that his or her brands of 

choice are also highly valued around the world by people of similar social and 
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economic status (Chevalier & Mazzalovo 2008). It is not, for example, an 

American phenomena – it is bigger than that, something of great value to people 

worldwide. As such, luxury brands typically have at least a flagship store in the 

world’s major urban centers – New York, Los Angeles, Paris, Milan, Tokyo, 

London, Geneva and Shanghai. 

 

For a perspective on operator entrenchment in international markets, one can 

examine the geographical split of LVMH: 

Table 2.6: LVMH Geographical Split, 2006 (Chevalier & Mazzalovo 2008)  

France 15% 

Rest of Europe 22% 

United States 26% 

Japan 13% 

Rest of Asia 17% 

Other Markets 7% 

Total  100% 

Source: Chevalier & Mazzalovo 2008, p27, from LVMH Annual Report 

 

Notably, Italy and France combine to control approximately 80% of the ready-to-

wear fashion category, with such powerhouse brand names as Chanel, Dior, 

Valentino, Ferragamo, Versace, Armani and Louis Vuitton (Chevalier & 

Mazzalovo 2008). Switzerland dominates the watch market. The US and England 

conduct most of the business in spirits (e.g., vodka, gin, whisky), though France 
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follows on their heels with its sales of cognacs and champagnes. Wine, the 

authors state, is a category that can stand alone, with Italy, France and the US 

(predominantly California region) being the major players.  

 
Defining the Luxury Brand 
What one consumer considers a luxury another might consider a commodity 

(Beverland 2004). This is, the author states, partly a result of insufficient 

consistency of understanding regarding the meaning of ‘luxury’, as some studies 

differentiate between ‘prestige’, ‘status’, and ‘luxury’, while others focus on loftier, 

more subjective terms such as ‘dream value’. In general, however, the display of 

a luxury brand provides some esteem to the consumer, and as such enables him 

or her to meet requirements for functionality but also, more importantly, 

psychological needs (Wiedmann et al. 2007). 

 

One can narrow the field with the perspective that luxury brands must feature 

strong artistic content (e.g., design aesthetic), high quality resulting from peerless 

craftsmanship, and an international presence and appeal (Chevalier & 

Mazzalovo 2008). More specifically, Phau and Prendergast (2000, pp123-4) cited 

by Beverland (2004) define a luxury brand as featuring the following four 

characteristics: 

 

• Exclusivity (as a function of controlled scarcity and/or price) 

• Well-known Brand Identity (e.g., international recognition) 
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• High Levels of Brand Awareness and Perceived Quality 

• Consistency of Sales and Customer Loyalty 

 

Chevalier and Mazzalovo (2008, pxi) further segment exclusivity as a function of 

levels of consumer accessibility, and present three levels of luxury products:  

 

• Inaccessible – often hand-made single units, special models and, for most 

consumers, prohibitively expensive 

• Intermediary – expensive replicas of inaccessible luxury items, such as 

fashions derivative of an apparel brand’s high fashion items showcased on 

runways 

• Accessible – most common and relevant to this research study, comprised of 

factory or workshop manufactured products in higher volumes (e.g., 

Ferragamo shoes, Dior women’s ready-to-wear) 

 

Mainly luxury brands must convey values and a certain worldview. As Chevalier 

and Mazzalovo (2008) state, Hermes is meant to represent the aristocratic life, 

whereas Armani’s elegance is meant to be in the relaxed Italian style. Wearing 

and carrying these brands, the authors note, enable consumers to align 

themselves with the perceived brand values and embrace, even if for a brief 

moment, a certain lifestyle consistent with our aspirations, affinities, peers, 

moods and aesthetic preferences. Moreover, Chadha and Husband (2008, p139) 

believe that luxury brands mark consumers as having “made it” – “the easily 
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recognizable [brand] symbols say, baby, I’ve arrived.” 

 

Quality of Materials, Design and Aesthetics 
“Luxury brand customers don’t purchase products, they purchase objects, and 

they want those objects to be beautiful” (Chevalier & Mazzalovo 2008, pxii), thus 

underscoring the importance of the luxury brand’s quality of craftsmanship and 

materials coupled with an exquisite balance of form and function. The notion that 

a designer/artisan handcrafted an object (be it an Hermés scarf or the steering 

wheel of a Rolls-Royce Phantom Drophead Coupé, see Figure 2.5) to ensure the 

highest quality and uncompromised design of the luxury brand the owner now 

possesses is an important component of its perceived value. This is largely as a 

function of it having been created in a process that is the polar opposite of 

automated mass production (Chevalier & Mazzalovo 2008).  

 

Here again there is the characteristic of exclusivity – of well-controlled scarcity. 

Note the italicized descriptions in the excerpts from a third-party review (e.g., not 

the manufacturer’s words): “[The Phantom Drophead’s] exterior lines echo the 

timeless styling of the great Rolls-Royce cars … Inside, the design emphasizes 

the airy openness of top-down motoring, embracing the elements and creating a 

stunning, social environment … [the car] has been carefully crafted to be 

aesthetically pleasing, yet practical too … form and function have equal billing … 

exceptional engineering, technology and design – hand crafted from the finest 

materials to an exceptional level of quality” (RS Sportscars 2007). 
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Figure 2.5: Rolls-Royce Phantom Drophead Coupé (DuPont Registry 2008) 

 

 
Notably, at the heights of such aesthetic primacy the lines between high design 

and fine art begin to blur. To wit, according to the Comité Colbert (2006, p7), 

“Down through the centuries, luxury and art have always gone hand in hand 

because they both involve creation … all of the great names in contemporary 

creation – among them Sylvie Fleury, Xavier Veilhan, Jeff Koons, Louise 

Bourgeois, Haruki Murakami, Ugo Rondinone, Andrée Putman, Christian Ghion, 

Christophe Pillet and Vanessa Beecroft – work for Comité Colbert [luxury brand] 

companies.” While it is debatable that all of the great names do indeed work with 

the company, the list above does comprise many of today’s leading 

contemporary artists, whose roles are to mirror society in such a manner that 

society is shaped. This again calls to mind Solomon et al. (2006) and the power 

of brands and marketing to create self-fulfilling prophecies (i.e., if ‘it’ is marketed 
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as ‘cool’, then it becomes cool). 

 

Furthermore, according to Comité Colbert (2006, p7), “luxury is a pleasure of an 

esthetic order … [so it] overlaps with art and constitutes a key component of fine 

living.” As such, France’s luxury industry can be viewed as an expression of the 

country’s social identity. 

 

Social Identity and the Spread of Conspicuous Consumption 
As an example of the above, Chloé, a Richemont fashion brand, stands for 

“femininity, sensuality, energy, lightness and romanticism … underlying values 

[that have] earned the brand its iconic status amongst the world’s most fashion-

conscious, sophisticated women” (Richemont 2008). As explored previously in 

this study, consumers often form or otherwise support their personal and social 

identities with the brands they purchase. Luxury brands can communicate both 

an appreciation for such aesthetic pleasure as well as some level of 

sophistication in knowing and understanding the value of such a lofty marriage of 

form and function (Chevalier & Mazzalovo 2008).  

 

As it relates to the functional theory of attitudes (Solomon et al. 2006), a 

knowledgeable pattern of fine wine consumption, for example, can perform a 

value-expressive function. The authors suggest that younger, less wine-savvy 

consumers are presumably increasing their discretionary income as they 

advance their careers. A working knowledge, however rudimentary, of wine 
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coupled with the mention of a favored brand can serve as an expression of 

financial success and sophistication.  

 

What is more, as Chadha and Husband (2008, p44) emphasize by citing 

Thorstein Veblen’s first rule:  there is “no point merely possessing wealth, you 

have to make sure it is ‘always in evidence’ to gain the esteem of others.” This 

refers to what marketers often call status markers, which are most prevalent 

when a person, or even an entire culture, first begins to show off the attainment 

of new money. This Show Off stage is, as the following section will explore, an 

apt descriptor for the current market for luxury brands in China. 

 

Luxury Brands in China 

Market Overview 
There are over 300,000 Chinese with a net worth over US$1 million, according to 

Business Week (2006), and they are buying luxury cars, designer clothes and 

high-end watches, as well as investing in fine art and cultural heritage items 

including antiquities. According to Credit Suisse First Boston (CSFB), Chinese 

consumer spending on luxury goods will increase five-fold over the next 10 years 

to about US$3.7 trillion, all in step with China’s growth across almost every 

consumer sector making it one of the three fastest growing emerging markets in 

the world (Pocha 2006). 

 

Not only the wealthy but, according to Movius (2008), also Chinese middle-class 

consumers are increasingly demanding foreign luxury brands – including 



 
 

 
37 

diamond-encrusted gold Rolex watches – as a function of their desire for social 

status and to be au currant with fashion trends, with status being the primary 

purchase-driving motivation. Furthermore, luxury brand awareness is increasing, 

with respondents to a KPMG survey recognizing, on average, 63.9 luxury brands 

this year, as compared to 51.7 in 2006 (Movius 2008).  

 

Mintz (2008) cites the number of Chinese consuming luxury brands as exceeding 

160 million, or more than 15% of the population. It comes then as no surprise 

that already China has four shopping malls that are bigger than Minneapolis’s 

massive Mall of America (Barboza 2005), and the South China Mall in Dongguan 

is three times that size, topping the lists as the largest in the world with its 7.1 

million square feet of leasable area, and featuring windmills, theme parks (plural) 

and a scale replica of the Arc de Triomphe (Van Riper 2008). On busy days, as 

Van Riper observes, that one mall in Guangzhou attracts 600,000 people. 

 

Chadha and Husband (2006, p139) liken the current trends to a post-Mao 

“reawakening of the senses,” with custom-fit designer suits replacing the drab 

and “shapeless” Mao-collared attire, and faces previously untouched by makeup 

discovering the benefits of Lancôme. Beijing Scene (Anonymous 2007b, p1) 

takes this several steps further, stating, “Women who had been dressing like 

men all their lives were suddenly free to huazhuang (put on makeup) and show 

their legs in public. Hence the present-day overzealousness to do so.” 
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As stated by Chadha & Husband (2008, p17), “conspicuous consumption is the 

name of the game in today’s China—and every major luxury brand is already 

there to play along.” In Chongqing, a sprawling city with a population over 31 

million people distanced a four-hour flight from Shanghai, a central shopping 

plaza boasts brands including Hugo Boss, Montblanc, Max Mara and Burberry 

(Schuman 2005).  

 

Figure 2.6: China Vogue Magazine Spread (Asian Models 2009) 

 

 

One driver Schuman attributes to this rapid adoption of luxury brands is access 

to international media, primarily via the Internet. Even as recently as five years 

ago many consumers were not able to access international pop culture, let alone 

travel freely outside the country.  



 
 

 
39 

 

Today, the Chinese are embracing a wide variety of foreign influences ranging 

from Japanese rap music to American television shows. “Friends” is a particular 

favorite, and many Chinese viewers believe that is an accurate portrayal of life in 

the United States. These trends indicate a shift from the regimented nationalism 

that remains the face of China to much of the world, to one of consumer 

nationalism, albeit derivative of historical conditions post Opium Wars (1840) and 

pre-Mao, ever-driven by an innate need to define “Chineseness” (Wang 2008, 

pp109-110). Nevertheless, as Schuman (2005) observes by quoting a market 

researcher (e.g., “cool hunter”) for Shanghai-based Jigsaw International, 

“Chinese consumers ‘are making up for 40 years of lost history’.”  

 
From Hedonism to Collectivism 
In the lush life of the 1920’s and 1930’s Shanghai, women cherished their 

elegant traditional cheongsams of the finest silk while the men wore tailored 

French suits and state-of-the-art Omega watches (Chadha & Husband 2008). 

Then Mao’s Zedong’s Great Leap Forward, which spanned 1958 to 1962, 

endeavored to restructure and prioritize agricultural and manufacturing industries 

in China, albeit atop a foundation of Communism, to increase the country’s 

competitiveness with Westerners in those sectors (Rawlings 2006, p1). Mao’s 

Cultural Revolution soon followed, spanning 1966 to 1976 (the year of Mao’s 

death), and effectively eradicated what was once a burgeoning commercial 

advertising industry – the first domestic television ad to air in post-Mao China 

was not until 1979 (Wang 2008). 
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Universities were actually closed from 1966 to 1976, and many urban dwellers 

were sent to rural farms to work (O’Leary 2007). It was also a time when 

individual expression, particularly through fashionable attire, was suppressed 

beneath “drab, tightly buttoned Mao suits” (O’Leary 2007, p12). 

 
Deng Xiaoping’s Reform 
In November of 1978, China’s de facto leader Deng Xiaoping presided over 

meetings that many assert might be referred to today as a tipping point, when 

pragmatism took precedence over Maoist dogma and a new era of “opening” put 

the country on the path of developing what has been termed a ‘socialist market 

economy’ (Anonymous 2008, p30). Deng’s plan was generally to focus on 

reforming an economy that was crippled, arguably as a result of the Great Leap 

Forward (late 1950s) and Mao Zedong’s Cultural Revolution.  

 

It was not, however, until the early 1990’s that Deng, then General Secretary, 

declared, “to get rich is glorious.” In doing so he set in full motion a reversal of 

the Cultural Revolution, which had once exalted a pinnacle of non-materialism 

that scorned even the ownership of a pocket watch (Chandler 2004). According 

to Lu (2008, p55), the ideological values associated with Deng’s new perspective 

included wealth, as well as modernity, confidence, leadership and social position. 

 

This is not to suggest, however, that the aphorisms that were chanted by Red 

Guards from their Little Red Books over 30 years ago are too antiquated and 
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irrelevant to hold sway on the tectonics of China’s emerging market economy. 

Wang (2008, p158) cites a particular MaoSpeak phrasing that today is said to 

resonate in China’s massive Haier corporation: “Follow difficult markets first and 

easier ones later, and export our brand name [emphasis added] to the world.” 

Still, in large part due to Deng’s policy reversals, “Mao’s ‘little red book’ gave way 

to the almighty checkbook,” according to O’Leary (2007, p13). 

 
Present Day 
“How come you don’t have the muffler with the checks, the one that the Premier 

wears?” Chadha and Husband (2008, p9) attribute this quote to Jiang Zemin,  

China’s President until 2003, speaking with a shopkeeper in reference to an 

exquisite Burberry scarf worn by Zhu Rongji, who is often credited with having 

exerted the most influence in reforming China’s economy. 

 

Today, according to O’Leary (2007, p18), the socialist market economy is 

sometimes referred to as the “Beijing Consensus,” which is meant to suggest the 

Communist party line support of an alternative to Western style capitalism – “at 

heart, this is indeed a culture of die-hard capitalists whose focus is money.” To 

wit, Calbreath (2005) quotes Annie Wang, a fashion magazine editor in 

Shanghai, as saying, “A few years ago, nobody in China knew Lancôme, 

Burberry or Louis Vuitton … now they know everything and want everything.” 

 

According to Wang (2008, p1), it is a common opinion that China’s steamrolling 

consumer culture today is a “mockery of the Communist revolution.” The author 



 
 

 
42 

cautions, however, that an overly simplistic perspective of the juxtaposition 

between Maoist China and today’s consumptive China risks overlooking 

important but intangible ties between the country’s socialist identity and the 

decidedly capitalist engine behind its corporate successes. Such cultural 

traditions continue to sway Chinese consumers even if they do not readily 

acknowledge or even recognize them (Mintz 2008), and brand messaging must 

embrace and reflect this. Mintz cites as an example a Nike campaign themed 

around the Nine Gates of Beijing’s old city.  

 

But a culture that is so quickly transitioning between relative extremes also 

precipitates contradictions. Rawlings (2006, p7) points to Mao’s portrait and 

mausoleum in Tiananmen Square as just such a paradox – that while the 

Chinese increasingly crave capitalism and the lifestyle it both enables and 

idealizes, they will travel from distant provinces visit Mao’s mausoleum and 

quickly glimpse his waxen body. Furthermore, beneath the surface of 

contemporary ideologies, one finds the 5th century B.C. philosophical guiding 

hand of Confucius.  

 
Confucius Says… 
“With the blessings of Confucianism behind you, the question of resisting the 

charms of Vuitton and Versace doesn’t even arise. Be good – succumb” (Chadha 

& Husband 2008, p144). 

 

A rather pronounced emphasis on the importance of family remains prevalent 
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across Chinese culture in the Confucian tradition. Chadha and Husband (2008, 

p144) describe it in relation to the attainment and display of luxury brands as 

status markers, “It’s not just for your own glory you’re adorning yourself with 

visible symbols of success, it’s for the greater glory of your family.” This stokes 

the fire of another important paradox in Chinese culture. On the one hand, 

individualism is strongly suppressed if not totally rejected in Communist theory 

(Lu 2008). At the same time, the individual may indulge in personal luxuries with 

a sense of duty to the family. O’Leary (2007), in a telling observation, quotes a 

young female constituent of the emerging middle class as saying, “The more 

products, the more stuff I have, the more happiness I feel … I want to have more 

money and enjoy a better life. This is a warm, happy family … but it is based on 

what kinds of things you have in the family.” 

 

Also according to Lu (2008, pp51-52), the concept of “saving face,” with it roots 

deeply embedded in Confucianism, remains a dominant influence in Chinese 

culture and particularly consumer behavior – “where pride is personal, face is 

public.” According to Meyer (2009), Chief Strategy Officer at international 

branding firm Landor Associates, this is apparent in how Chinese consumers 

today exhibit a tentative Confucianism, whereby they place far more importance 

on what peers and influencers say via word of mouth (WOM) than conventional 

advertising. As such, the very nature of both Confucianism and collectivism can 

fuel wildfire consumption among peers – if a certain group and its constituents 

come to value and purchase certain luxury brands (e.g., Chanel, Louis Vuitton, 
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Prada, Gucci), then one must do the same to stay consistent with and maintain 

face with the group (Lu 2008; Chadha & Husband 2008).  

 

Lu (2008, p53) refers to this as a “push effect” – if a certain luxury brand is widely 

accepted within a group (e.g., the nouveau riche), this “face-saving behavior will 

ensure that others follow the lead.” 

 
The New Rich 
As was cited The Economist magazine (Anonymous 2004a), Chinese 

consumers, especially the country’s youth, are eager to show off their ‘wealth’. 

Whereas trends in the West are actually toward less logos on luxury products 

that are easily spotted by people who are “in the know,” in China the current 

preference is for products that loudly proclaim “I’m rich.” The China Daily 

(Anonymous 2007a) reports that luxury cars – particularly Mercedes-Benz, 

Ferrari, Rolls Royce, Bentley and BMW (a favorite brand of Chinese millionaires) 

– as well as apparel, watches and other fashion items are the means by which 

the new rich show off their status.  

 

Mintz (2008) states that Chinese consumers indeed choose cars that 

communicate status to their friends. To wit, “in Hong Kong your first car is often a 

BMW or Mercedes, and if you can’t afford that you may as well not bother; a 

lower-priced Toyota is worse than no car” (Chadha & Husband 2008, p45). 

 

Underlying this is, as also stated by Chadha and Husband (2008, p44), the view 
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that “China subjugated itself through a series of purgings when the Communists 

took over … [and] it mostly led to a fairly miserable life for the people: hard work, 

little money, and limited personal dignity.” The authors state that the result of 

China’s would-be consumers being deprived of owning even a wristwatch for so 

many years was an intense hunger that is now manifest in the consumptive feast 

they are having today. Pocha (2006) agrees, indicating that a key driver to 

Chinese consumption is a “profound need to escape the recent past when Mao 

tried to turn the country into an agrarian utopia and people thirsted for simple 

items, such as soap and TV’s.”  

 

O’Leary (2007) points to China’s tightening embrace of luxury brands is a direct 

result of the above repression – Mao disallowed an evolution of commerce in 

stride with most of the world’s markets and today consumers are eager to quickly 

restore economic parity in modern society. Chadha and Husband (2008, p43) 

developed their “Spread of Luxury model” to illustrate phases of increasing 

expenditures as a function of economic growth, newfound affluence and 

corresponding shifts in consumptive behaviors specific to Asian countries: 
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Figure 2.7: The Spread of Luxury model (Chadha & Husband 2008, p43) 

 

 

The author state that China is at the Show Off Stage, with newly acquired wealth, 

particularly in the coastal cities, being spent by three distinct categories of luxury 

consumers: high net worth (millions of US dollars in assets) individuals who buy 

nothing but luxury brands; the newly affluent (US$100,000 in assets) who 

frequently buy luxe goods and services; and lastly the people, typically young, 

who buy just a few status markers and will spend a month’s pay on a handbag. 

Seemingly across the board of all three categories love the luxe logos.  “People 

in Asia love status, says Bonnie Gokson, former image director of Chanel, “they 

basically like to wear the dollar sign out … they need to show status that proves 

and upgrades their own status” (Chadha & Husband 2008, p123).  

 

The Chinese contemporary artist Wang Guangyi, whose “Chanel” art is 

presented on the cover page of this dissertation, is himself a success story of the 

Chinese nouveau riche. As Wang tells it (Rawlings 2006, p19), he aimed not to 

be the penniless artist idealized in Maoist propaganda, but a rich artist – an 
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objective he has achieved most likely beyond his dreams as one of the top-

selling artists, not just among his Chinese peers but internationally. Wang’s 

paintings often sell for several hundred thousand USD (China Daily 2006). 

 
Many of China’s luxe consumers also display a common characteristic of the 

New Rich in many different cultures – a greater interest in paying a higher price 

premium than in actually following or setting a fashionable trend (Movius 2008). 

Similarly, as stated by Pocha (2006), some Chinese consumers actually enjoy 

admitting that they have overpaid for a luxury product, with the message being 

that they do not care about the cost and to prove it they will pay a premium for an 

item that is in very high demand, often completely on a whim. 

 

Edoardo Tocco, China general manager for Diesel, a premium jeans and sports 

apparel brand, believes that Chinese consumers have similar aspirations and 

tastes to consumers almost anywhere else in the world (Movius 2008). In the 

aggregate from an examination of literature this appears to be true, with one key 

difference – that many of these new Chinese consumers will literally buy fashion 

before food.  

 

An advertising executive in Shanghai who makes approximately US$2,400 per 

month was quoted as saying, “Half of my salary goes to brand-name suits, Hugo 

Boss suits, Fragammo [sic] shoes, and things like North Face jackets” (Movius 

2008). This is an example of an Asian market dynamic Chadha and Husband 
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(2008) refer to as “Caviar and Popcorn,” whereby a luxury consumer might spend 

US$800 on a single item (e.g., handbag) while the rest of her ensemble includes 

a US$20 t-shirt and second-hand tattered jeans.  

 

The consumer psychology here offers both challenges and opportunities for 

Western brands to utilize proven brand positioning strategies for associating 

products and services with lifestyles and psychologies in order to drive consumer 

demand and repeat purchase (i.e., brand loyalty). According to Wang (2008, p69) 

branding “road maps” are similar across transnational ad agencies, with the key 

being what Al Ries and Jack Trout (2000) once articulated as a focus not on what 

you do to a product, but what you do to the mind of a consumer of that product.  

 
Social Identity 
“In emerging markets such as Latin America and the Asian Pacific, designer 

brands are probably more of a proclamation,” said David Boyd, Vice President of 

Nielsen Global Research, “a way to set themselves apart or feel that they’ve 

arrived as part of the new economy” (Ruiz 2008). Indeed Chinese are asserting 

their individuality with an “independence of thought” and “independence of 

lifestyle” after decades in the grip of social controls (Schuman 2005).  

 

Yet, in the largely collectivist culture this individuality must also be acceptable to 

one’s peers. One Chinese consumer, as stated by O’Leary (2007, p15), 

commented that she would not switch from her Chivas Scotch to a less 

expensive brand such as Johnnie Walker as it might make her look too price 
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conscious. This is yet another example of the face of social status and its 

importance in China and other Asian societies.  

  

Movius (2008) cites from a 2006 KPMG study report that the strongest motivation 

for Chinese consumers of luxury brands is by far social status above personal 

indulgence, and attributes this to fashion and trendsetting, as well as celebrity 

brand endorsements (as explored earlier in this study with the likes of James 

Bond tie-ins and Marilyn Monroe splashing on her Chanel No. 5). One journalistic 

observation (Anonymous 2007b, p2) is that today’s Chinese, especially the 

youth, tend to imitate the fashions worn by actors and actresses. The journalist 

thanks, it would appear facetiously, TV/Film celebrities in Hong Kong and Taiwan 

for “popularizing the ‘Julia Roberts’ look, characterized by rantoufa (lit. "polluted" 

or colored hair), gaogenrxie (high-heels) or pixue (leather boots), a tight miniqun 

(miniskirt) and caked-on cosmetics.”  

 

That is not to suggest, however, that all Chinese movie stars are caked-up 

caricatures of American bombshells. To wit, Chinese Actress Zhang Ziyi. Her 

movie credits include international hits “Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon”, “Rush 

Hour 2”, “House of Flying Daggers” and “Memoirs of a Geisha” (IMDB 2009). She 

has been a spokesmodel for brands including Swiss watchmaker TAG Heuer (an 

LVMH brand) and U.S cosmetics line Maybelline (IMDB 2009) (see Figures 2.8 

and 2.9 below). 
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Figure 2.8: Zhang Ziyi TAG Heuer Ad (TAG Heuer) 

 

Figure 2.9: Zhang Ziyi Maybelline Ad (Maybelline) 

 

 

Zhang recently (February 2009) signed on to endorse Emporio Armani as the 

new “face” of the luxury brand’s Spring/Summer ’09 Campaign 

(OneAsiaWorld.com). According to the site, Armani released a statement 

describing her as having “a very distinctive beauty, traditional and uniquely 
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oriental, but at the same time there is an appeal that is very young and very 

modern”. In short, she is an icon of success for China’s increasingly fashion-

forward luxury-consuming women and, by proxy, the men who admire them.  

 

All in all, the foreign luxury brands that have quite literally changed the face of 

China with personal care products (including skin whiteners, in contrast to the 

tanning agents preferred in the West) promote the promise of a “better life” 

(Hennock 2002). Chinese pianist Lang Lang, himself an icon of artistic merit and 

cultural sophistication, endorses brands including Mont Blanc (See figure 2.9).  

 

Figure 2.10: Lang Lang Mont Blanc Ad 

 

 

In 2007, he was elected Chairman of the Swiss company’s Montblanc de la 

Culture foundation, which “supports and honours individuals who have given their 

time, energy and money to encourage cultural life to flourish” (Richemont 2008, 

p. 25) – here again, a better life.  The choice of Lang Lang is very much in 

keeping with the brand’s outlook on future sales gains – China is currently its 
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third largest market and is anticipated to soon be its second in 2009, and 

Shanghai was host to the world premiere of Mont Blanc’s “A Tribute to Women” 

Haute Joaillerie (Richemont 2008). 

 
Conclusions 
To predict the future of Chinese luxury brand consumption with regard to self-

expression and social identity, one might look to the youth who never knew 

Mao’s China and have grown up socializing at the shopping mall. One research 

study queried Chinese secondary school students and found that more than half 

favored companies/brands that were innovative and communicated individuality 

(Smith & Wylie 2004). Furthermore, they described themselves as being 

“individualistic” and held affinities for those brands that communicated the need 

for and/or promise of an individual style.  

 

Overall, the future appears quite bright for luxury brands in China, though the 

question remains: will the budding individualism indicative of conspicuous 

consumption prevail over centuries of collectivism; and, by extension, will 

capitalism prevail over communism?  
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METHODOLOGY AND DATA COLLECTION 

Overview 

To complement the Literature Review, which included assessment of secondary 

research data from sources including books, academic journals, websites, 

newspapers, magazines, dissertations and others, the research design required 

the author to conduct primary research.  

 

The objectives of this research were stated in the form of questions presented in 

the dissertation Introduction. As a result of the insights gained from the Literature 

Review and to more effectively develop the research methodology to guide the 

interview process, these queries were modified slightly and reordered as follows: 

 

1. In the minds of select consumers and experts in the field, how does one 

define a ‘brand’, particularly a luxury brand and the values, ethics, 

aesthetics, sophistication and status it may represent? 

2. If and how do luxury brands contribute to the formation and expression of 

social identity, particularly with respect to one’s peers?  

3. What are the most effective channels of brand communication for luxury 

products, and what challenges and opportunities might these present in 

Chinese markets? 

4. What are some implications of Chinese consumers becoming more brand-

focused as a function of their increasing disposable income, personal 

freedoms, and trends toward conspicuous consumption?  
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The author determined that a fifth question included in the original statement of 

objectives and pertaining to “key categories (e.g., fashion, automotive, 

spas/resorts) generating demand for luxury brands” had been sufficiently 

addressed in the Literature Review. As such, it was not included in the objectives 

for the primary research.  

 

Within and as a function of each of these objectives, the overarching purpose of 

the research study was to: 

 

• Focus and corroborate ingoing assumptions and insights from the Literature 

Review with the aid of a diverse constituency of industry experts or others 

with highly relevant perspectives. 

• Reveal additional trends, ideologies and other information pertinent to the 

objectives of the overall empirical study. 

• Determine and recommend topics and/or theoretical constructs warranting 

further research. 

 

To achieve the purposes and objectives above, the author conducted primary 

research in the form of a qualitative study. The methodology developed 

specifically for this research study involved personal interviews with experts 

across a range of industries, roles and cultures (US and China), and was 

conducted in three stages:  

 



 
 

 
55 

1. Informal interviews prior and during the development of the dissertation 

proposal 

2. Semi-structured interviews and surveys during and following the Literature 

Review 

3. Follow ups to further test insights and assumptions pursuant to conclusive 

remarks.  

 

Research Design 

The research design was derivative of grounded theory, which White (2000) 

describes as an idea, common to qualitative research, which seeks analysis and 

explanations to generalizations that effectively ground the research, rather than 

simply describing situations and statements as they arise in the process. It was 

believed that by conducting interviews, however brief or unstructured, peripheral 

to the core qualitative survey – prior to and during the dissertation proposal 

stage, in advance of the Literature Review, as well as following the Data Analysis 

– that the potential results would be enhanced.  

 

Participants 

The research methodology was centered upon a one-to-one qualitative survey 

conducted both face to face and through telecommunications and digital media. It 

also involved follow-up interviews with select respondents and the author’s 

personal observations in environments (e.g., Chinese luxury brand boutiques) to 

aid synthesis and contextualization of data.  
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The author has worked in the fields of branding, marketing, business 

development, international trade, and new venture formation in a variety of roles 

and capacities over the past 19 years. This experience, coupled with extensive 

travel in China over the past four years, provided an extensive network of close 

colleagues, associates and other business acquaintances from which to pool and 

select participants for this research study. Given the academic setting of this 

research study and its constraints upon financial and human resources more 

typically available in a professional setting, this ability for the author to leverage 

existing relationships to recruit interviewees of appropriate quality for the study 

was a strength of this approach.  

 

A diverse sample set of participants was selected to yield the desired results. 

Constituents were experts, or otherwise sufficiently experienced in, brand 

development, marketing communications, consumer behavior, luxury retailing, 

cultural studies and business in China. Some participants were avid luxury brand 

consumers themselves. Key decision parameters that guided the selection 

process included: 

 

• Respondents located in both the US and China 

• Brand and marketing experts and novices alike 

• Luxury brand consumers included in the sample  

• A pronounced diversity of interests and lifestyles 
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• Accessibility via technologies including email, instant messenger and Skype 

• English language fluency 

• Ability and willingness to speak openly, often on condition of anonymity 

• No vested interest in the outcome of the study 

 

Businesses, institutions and other organizations within which the participants 

worked included, but were not limited to: 

 

• Branding and marketing firms 

• Advertising agencies 

• Broadcast and cable TV networks 

• Design firms 

• Fashion retailers 

• Consulting practices 

• University graduate schools 

• Film production companies 

• Newspaper, magazine and online media 

• Art museums and galleries 

• Wine and spirits manufacturers and distributors 
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Professional roles of the participants within their respective organizations 

included: 

• Senior Executives (CEO, COO, CFO, EVP, SVP) 

• Mid-Level Executives (VP, Director) 

• Strategic consultants 

• Journalists and independent writers 

• Business owners – entrepreneurs  

• Producers (Film/TV) 

• Professors (Academia) 

• Designers, writers and artists 

 

It was initially envisioned that the methodology would involve interviews between 

seven and 10 different sources. As the study progressed into the early stages of 

the Literature Review, the researcher determined that it was feasible to engage a 

wider sample of participants to increase the efficacy of the research. A list of 65 

potential respondents was compiled, with the anticipation that approximately half 

of that amount (e.g., 30 to 35) might participate in one-to-one interviews that 

were either semi-structured or unstructured, with the latter being a more 

extemporaneous discussion forum (Discovery and Follow Up stages).   

 

Site locations varied widely, with potential respondents in numerous cities, 

including Los Angeles, New York, Hong Kong, Shanghai and Beijing. As such, 
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the methodology necessitated the use of communications technologies including 

email, instant messenger, videoconference, VOIP phone calls (e.g., Skype) and 

SMS text messages for correspondence across borders and time zones. 

 

Role of the Researcher 

The author undertook the role of interviewer, as well as performed all tasks 

associated with data gathering, collation and analysis. A benefit to the study was 

the researcher’s professional experience in preparing, moderating and analyzing 

empirical research studies including focus groups, one-to-one interviews and 

quantitative surveys. Additionally, the author was previously a newspaper and 

magazine journalist, a role that contributed to his being well accustomed to 

conducting one-to-one and group interviews, taking ample notes while remaining 

sufficiently attentive, and reporting the results in a clear and accurate manner. 

 

This experience, particularly related to one-to-one interviews, was considered to 

be of value to the methodology, as the researcher’s role requires the ability to 

effectively guide a discussion, maintain the respondent’s focus and readily 

identify opportunities to more extensively investigate a topic to gain a better 

understanding and/or reveal the unexpected. 

 
Data Gathering  

To meet the stated objectives above, the researcher determined that qualitative 

research would yield the most insightful and compelling results. The format 

enables open and active discussion to facilitate gaining a more comprehensive 
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understanding of, in particular, behavioral motivations. According to Kotler and 

Keller (2006, p107) qualitative research does not rely on mathematical models 

but instead endeavors to gauge opinions and provide an effective means of 

“ascertaining consumer perceptions that may otherwise be difficult to uncover 

[through quantitative means].”  

 

As Halliday (1999) states, the effective magnification of qualitative research 

enables one to only partially see reality. However, the perspectives one can gain 

from such an approach can indeed complement one another to provide an 

impression of the whole picture. As described in the Overview of this section, the 

research methodology featured semi-structured (White 2000) personal interviews 

in three different stages:  

 

• Discovery Stage – unstructured interviews were conducted to focus and 

refine the dissertation proposal as well as form ingoing assumptions and 

theoretical constructs to be tested and contextualized when conducting the 

Literature Review. 

• Semi-Structured Interviews – qualitative surveys were conducted with a list of 

13 questions and/or discussion topics, all focused upon corroborating and, in 

some instances, debunking the stated objectives of the research study and 

the insights gained from the Literature Review. 

• Follow Ups – brief interviews were conducted with select respondents; some 

of which were not participants previously in the study, with the intent of their 
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participation being to get a fresh perspective on the potential Conclusions and 

Recommendations of the dissertation forming at that stage. 

 

Semi-Structured Interview Queries: A set of 13 questions was developed to guide 

one-to-one interviews. The interview format was semi-structured with open-

ended questions facilitating active discussion. Data was captured in the form of 

the author’s own short-hand note-taking that was later transcribed or otherwise 

interpreted and integrated directly into the Analysis. A sample of the developed 

semi-structured interview questionnaire is included as Appendix B. 

 

Observation 

The author, as researcher, also conducted three exploratory field trips in China 

from the onset of the MBA program leading up to the development of this 

dissertation. The most recent exploration trip to Hong Kong and Beijing was in 

late July 2008, notably one week before the Olympics, at which time the 

researcher wrote the initial draft of the dissertation proposal. Observations 

consisted of shopping luxury brand boutiques, frequenting malls and other public 

venues, visiting high-street hotels and bars, and dining in upscale restaurants 

where luxury brand consumers often congregate.  

 

While it would be difficult to concisely report the findings of those observatory 

modes in the framework of this particular research study, it is noted herein as 

those cultural immersions enhanced the researcher’s ability to analyze the data. 
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Scaled Assessments (test):  

The author had anticipated conducting a quantitative study that would 

complement the semi-structured interview. A questionnaire comprised of 30 

Likert-style survey items was developed and tested with a small group of the 

researcher’s peers. Four respondents were provided a five-point response scale 

indicating the extent to which they agreed or disagreed with statements provided 

(Social Research Methods 2008).  

 

It was decided that the latter method not be implemented, for reasons including 

the researcher’s selection of a qualitative study for the primary research surveys, 

and the determination that the number of pooled candidates for the qualitative 

interviews was not enough to capture statistically relevant data for a concurrent 

quantitative study. To achieve statistical relevance would have required a 

substantially larger sample set of respondents, as well as the use of more 

complex mathematical modeling techniques and tools (e.g., software) that were 

not anticipated, budgeted or readily available to the researcher.  

 

It is, however, important to note that the process of developing and testing this 

survey tool was instrumental in the subsequent development of the 13-item 

questionnaire used to guide the semi-structured interviews. A sample of the 

scaled assessment questionnaire is included as Appendix C. 
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Data Analysis 

The researcher’s analytic process was derived from experience conducting 

executive management interviews for corporate brand audits and included the 

following tasks: 

 

• Raw data (interviewer’s notes) was compiled and collated 

• Notes were clarified and read through several times to identify cohesive 

trends 

• Data was separated into groups of similar topics/queries 

• Data was distilled to the most representative quotes, paraphrased passages 

and inferences 

• Data was interpreted in relation to the primary objectives of the research 

study 

• Interpretations communicated with supporting quotations and/or paraphrased 

comments, ideas and perspectives captured in the interview process.  

 

Trustworthiness of the Method 

An appealing feature of the semi-structured interview format aids open-ended 

discussion to facilitate discussion and discovery. However, according to White 

(2000), an open discussion format can also compromise consistency across 

interviews. Inconsistency can in turn decrease the reliability of the data. 

Furthermore, when the researcher interviews participants with whom there is a 

pre-existing familiarity or relationship there is a potential for interviewer bias in 
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the study. According to White (2000, p65), researcher bias is nearly impossible to 

avoid in one-to-one scenarios, but must be mitigated with regards to the 

interviewer “allowing a particular influence to have more importance than it really 

warrants.”  

 

For example, given assumptions derivative of familiarity with an interviewee, the 

interviewer might make inaccurate assumptions rooted in pre-existing 

perceptions of the interviewee, lead the respondent to the interviewer’s own 

desired conclusions, or endeavor to explore a path that is not sufficiently relevant 

to the stated objectives, thereby compromising the validity of the results. 

Furthermore, as White (2000) states, the researcher’s questions might be too 

broad or, conversely, too narrow. This was duly noted and, it is believed, 

appropriately addressed when determining and implementing the prescribed 

methodology. It should also be noted that the conduit of communication (phone, 

instant messenger, email, etc.) when not face-to-face might further influence the 

impact of the above in terms of consistency.   

 

There are potential challenges to the accuracy and validity of the data that might 

arise from a dialogue in which a respondent’s primary language is not English – 

notably several of the interviewees were native Chinese. Given differences of 

language and culture, some of the vernacular and even non-verbal 

communications the interviewer used to communicate with these participants 

might not have been sufficiently familiar, clear or understood to have the same 
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meaning to some respondents.  

 

Lastly, given that the author has no vested interest in the outcome of the study 

and that the participant’s responses are held in strict confidentiality, it was 

determined that the methodology presented no discernible ethical considerations. 
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RESULTS AND DATA ANALYSIS 
 

Overview 

The author achieved the objectives stated previously in Methodologies, and here 

again in context of the following data analysis, by conducting primary research in 

a three-part series of qualitative surveys. A total of 36 participants contributed to 

the study, with 17 respondents participating in a semi-structured interview guided 

by a 13-item questionnaire (see Appendix B).  

 

Data included quotes, paraphrases and inferences drawn from the qualitative 

survey. Results of analysis indicated that the author’s findings in this survey 

concurred with those found in the Literature Review. Additionally, some 

opportunities for further research emerged. What follows are highlights and 

select details of the analysis pursuant to conclusions and recommendations 

presented in the final chapter of this dissertation.   

 

Presentation of Results 

Participants 
Of the 65 candidates for participation noted in the previous section, the author 

was successful in surveying a total of 36 respondents in three stages of 

interviews: Discovery (unstructured, Proposal stage); Semi-Structured (13-item 

questionnaire); and Follow Up (unstructured, Conclusions stage). Some 

respondents participated in more than one of the stages. The group of 36 

comprised 22 males and 14 females, for a ratio of approximately 3:2 
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male/female. Participants in the semi-structured interviews totaled 17, of which 

11 were male and six were female, for a ratio of nearly 2:1 male/female. 

 

The geographic dispersion of participants was wide and diverse, with locations 

including 16 cities and three countries: the United States, China (including Hong 

Kong SAR) and the Philippines. With 19 participants in the US and 17 in Asia-

Pacific locations, the ratio for the total group was nearly 1:1. This balanced 

distribution was partly a function of the Discovery stage interviews and 

Observations conducted in Hong Kong, Beijing and Manila in July of 2008. In 

contrast, the geographical dispersions of the 17 semi-structured interviewees 

totaled 12 U.S. and five China (including Hong Kong), for a ratio of just over 2:1 

US/China.  

 

Following is a complete list of the 36 total Participants in the Discovery Stage, 

Semi-Structured Interview, and Follow Ups:  

Table 4.1 Total Respondents  
ROLE COMPANY LOCATION BUSINESS RELEVANCE 
Journalist Freelance Beijing  Journalism Chinese 

contemporary art and 
design, cultural 
aesthetics 

Consumer Not Applicable Hong Kong Homemaker High net worth 
individual, extensive 
travel in China. 

Director MOCA China Hong Kong Art Museum Chinese 
contemporary art, 
design, cultural 
aesthetics. 
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(continued from previous) 
 
ROLE COMPANY LOCATION BUSINESS RELEVANCE 
Consultant RA Consulting San Francisco, 

CA 
China Market 
Entry 

Beijing offices, 
consulting US 
companies entering 
China 

Journalist Freelance Beijing Journalism Cultural studies, art 
and design criticism 

Retailer Anonymous Shenzhen Fashion 
Apparel 

Australian marketing 
Fashion on the 
Mainland. 

Designer Mindplant Albuquerque, 
NM 

Brand and 
Website 
Development 

Brand design and 
expression, fashion 
and other luxury 
clients. 

Consultant Senseight New York, NY Sensory 
Branding and 
Contemporary 
Art 
Curatorship 

Cultural aesthetics, 
extensive China 
travel, luxury brand 
development 
(fragrances). 

Manufacturer Independent Hong Kong Product 
Manufacturing 

US-China Liaison for 
Mainland 
manufacturing 
facilities. 

Consultant Anonymous Beijing Consultant US-China liaison 
Consultant Mferro 

Consulting 
Los Angeles, CA Consultant US-China business 

consulting 
Senior Executive Yum! Brands Shanghai Quick Serve 

Restaurants  
China division, 
including KFC, Taco 
Bell, Pizza Hut 

Academic UCLA Anderson Los Angeles, CA University 
Business 
School 

Viral marketing, 
extensive China 
experience. 

Writer Independent Shanghai Journalism Native Chinese, art, 
design and fashion 
writer 

Photographer Anonymous Shanghai Fashion  Luxury brands and 
fashion, Mainland 

Producer Independent Hong Kong Film/TV, 
Media 

Asia-Pacific focus, 
Hong Kong native 

Senior Executive Virgin Los Angeles, CA Broadcast 
Media 

Extensive China 
experience, formerly 
stationed in Beijing. 

Senior Executive E! Entertainment Los Angeles, CA Cable TV and 
Online 

Celebrities and 
luxury brands, 
international. 

Entrepreneur Anonymous Irvine, CA Wine and 
Spirits 

China-US 
Distribution. 

Executive Diesel  Hong Kong Fashion 
Apparel 

Luxury brand 
manufacturing and 
marketing in China 
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(continued from previous) 
 
ROLE COMPANY LOCATION BUSINESS RELEVANCE 
Fashion 
Designer 

Independent Hollywood, CA Fashion 
Design 

International brand 
development and 
design. 

Consultant F&S  Glendale, CA Brand 
Development 

Brand consultant to 
international 
companies, fashion 
branding 
experience. 

Senior 
Executive 

Anonymous Central Valley, 
CA 

Wine and 
Spirits 

Exploring 
opportunities in 
China 

Entrepreneur Jema Worldwide Hong Kong Children’s 
Toys 

Hong Kong and 
China brand 
development, high-
end products. 

Executive Lane Bryant Hong Kong Fashion 
Retailer 

Luxury branding, 
Hong Kong and 
Mainland 

Consultant Daily Brand 
Group 

Santa Monica, 
CA 

Consultant Strategic consultant 
and luxury brand 
consumer. 

Senior 
Executive 

Unicom Los Angeles, CA Film/TV 
Distribution 

Asia-Pacific focus, 
Chinese and Filipino 
heritage 

Academic USC Los Angeles, CA University Cultural studies, 
Media, Branding 

Executive American 
Express 

Irvine, CA International 
Travel and 
Hospitality 

Travel companion in 
China, Vietnam. 

Executive Style Network Los Angeles, CA Cable TV and 
Online 

Luxury brands, 
fashion, 
international. 

Consultant China Global  Los Angeles, CA 
and Shanghai 

US-China 
Business 

Consultant to US 
companies entering 
China 

Attorney Paul Hastings Hong Kong Law Firm Corporate clients in 
Hong Kong, 
Mainland China and 
US 

Producer Unicom Manila Broadcast TV Asia-Pacific, Filipino 
and Chinese brand 
promotions 

Producer Rittenhouse Malibu, CA  Film 
Producer 

Insights into 
brand/product 
placement in 
Film/TV 
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(continued from previous) 
 
ROLE COMPANY LOCATION BUSINESS RELEVANCE 
Entrepreneur Anonymous Irvine, CA Wine and 

Spirits 
China-US Distribution 
model, Beijing 
outpost, native 
Chinese. 

Art Curator Independent Beijing Art 
Curatorship 

Chinese 
contemporary art and 
design 

 

Discovery Stage 
The author, soon after commencing the MBA program, had planned for the focus 

of this dissertation to be on branding and Chinese markets. Unstructured 

Discovery interviews began in August of 2006 and continued through to 

submission of the dissertation proposal. It is important to note, many of these 

informal sessions took place in Asia-Pacific cities including Beijing, Shanghai, 

Hanoi, Tokyo, Manila and Hong Kong.  

 

Given the unstructured nature of the Discovery and interviews, a reasonably 

accurate estimate of the number of hours required to conduct these surveys is 

not available. The results of these interviews shaped the formation of the 

dissertation proposal as well as the overall approach to the Literature Review 

prior to the semi-structured survey interviews.   

 

Semi-Structured Interviews  
As described in Methodologies, a 13-item questionnaire for the semi-structured 

interviews was developed to meet the aforementioned objectives. Purposes of 

the interviews included the need to corroborate ingoing assumptions and insights 

gained from the Literature Review, as well as investigate disjunctive perspectives 
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that might emerge from the qualitative study. Interviews averaged approximately 

20 minutes each, with a sum total of nearly six hours across 17 respondents, not 

counting initial and concluding correspondence with the interviewees. The 

questionnaire is included as Appendix B.  

 
Follow Ups 
A second set of unstructured interviews was conducted during the Analysis and 

development of the forthcoming Conclusions. The objective was to revisit key 

topics, particularly those requiring greater clarity or verification in the final stages 

of writing the dissertation. Some respondents in this stage had not participated in 

either of the two preceding stages. Given the unstructured nature of the Follow 

Up interviews, a reasonably accurate estimate of the number of hours required to 

conduct these surveys is not available.  

 

Analysis 

What follows are data and analyses resulting from the research study as they 

relate to each of the four primary objective queries. 

 

Objective 1: Gain Insights into Brand Affinities and Values 
In the minds of select consumers and experts in the field, how does one define a 

‘brand’, particularly a luxury brand and the values, ethics, aesthetics, 

sophistication and status it may represent? 
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This objective was intended to serve two purposes. The primary purpose was 

investigate the degree to which the respondents concurred on what a ‘brand’ is, 

noting that in the Literature Review it was described as being not just a name or 

logo but an amalgam of psychological associations. A secondary purpose was to 

help establish an appropriate dialogue on the topics of brands and branding in 

the interviews so as to aid more exploratory discussion on luxury brands and 

social identity.  

 

Topics of discussion, most derivative of the 13-item questionnaire (see Appendix 

B), included definitions of ‘brands’, questions regarding brand affinities 

(“attraction” and “respect/esteem”) and loyalties (“purchase consistency”), and 

specific luxury brand names and associations that were top of mind for the 

respondents.  With regard to the question of “what is a brand” and what does it 

stand for, a common view among the respondents was that it was a 

representation of a product or service that helps to differentiate it from its 

competitors. Initially most respondents referenced brand names, logos, designs 

and “musical tones” as examples of such representations. Additionally, some of 

the interviewees concurred with the Literature Review on deeper levels of 

association: 

 

•  “[A brand comprises] preconceived expectations of a product or service 

based on past experience.” 
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• “A brand permeates everything within a corporate culture to [its] message to 

consumers…”  

• “[A brand is a] set of perceptions and emotional connections in the mind of 

the consumer.” 

 

The above perspectives and similar phrasings from other respondents were more 

common in the responses than the interviewer anticipated. The indication is that 

consumers today, increasingly in China and especially those with the financial 

wherewithal to purchase luxury brands, not only have a keen understanding of 

how brands endeavor to “differentiate themselves [sic]” from competitors, but 

also have what are often intensely personal expectations that reach up the 

channel from the retail clerk to the CEO at the brand’s corporate headquarters.  

 

The interviewer also queried respondents on the luxury brand features that most 

contribute to their purchase behavior. The most common answer was “high 

quality,” which was defined as a function of features including materials, 

craftsmanship (often handmade), and design. A company’s history and “heritage” 

were also stated as being important, and an inference can be drawn that if a 

popular luxury brand (e.g., Chanel, Rolls-Royce, Armani, Prada) has a 

demonstrated and storied history of success then consumers are more prone to 

believe that its success is founded upon quality and “admirable values.”  

 

• “Consistency of the [brand] over time is very important. It brings you back.” 
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This notion is important to underscore in that such brand values are often 

perceived largely as a result of a consumer’s personal experience with the 

product. One respondent referenced the Lacoste shirts she wears today as 

having a “nostalgic factor,” fondly reminding her of childhood. It was evident from 

the responses that these types of personal associations promote a degree of 

ownership that goes well beyond the material product into personal affinities and 

perceived like-mindedness that motivate and sustain brand loyalty: 

 

• “When I find something or even someone I like … I stick with that thing [or 

person] … at least until I have a reason to change.” 

 

In conclusion, findings were similar for both U.S. and China respondents and are 

indicative of attitudinal perspectives that help to form an understanding of how 

and why consumers interact with not just their favorite brands, but also their 

peers. 

 

Objective 2: Gain Insights into Luxury Brands Relative to Social Identity 
If and how do luxury brands contribute to the formation and expression of social 

identity, particularly with respect to one’s peers?  
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This objective endeavored to further investigate the insights gained from 

Objective 1 above as they relate to how consumers engage and express 

themselves through conspicuous consumption. Whereas the previous objective’s 

responses were similar with U.S. and China respondents, some different 

perspectives now emerged. 

 

• “I prefer apparel without a prominent logo [which is] ostentatious and a 

desperate attempt to ‘look’ successful.” [US, female] 

• “I am proud of my [family] name. If I am proud of my clothes, what I like [and I] 

buy it is OK to be proud of [the brand’s] name.” [China, male] 

 

These responses appear to indicate concurrence with the Literature Review in 

regards to luxury brand trends in China, where it is not uncommon, as one 

interviewee stated, to see “a price tag still attached to a pair of sunglasses on 

someone’s head.” However the U.S. respondents tended to be more guarded 

about allowing, let alone using, brand identities to express themselves.  

 

• “Where I strongly dislike a logo or mark is when it is used as part of an overall 

design of an item, is ostentatious or is obviously placed as an advertisement 

that it is the brand being worn.” [US, female] 

• “I wear lots of logos … to me it is a nice element of design.” [China, female] 

• “I do not like to advertise what I wear.” [US, male] 
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An inference can be drawn from the above that US consumers are more 

experienced and aware than the Chinese when it comes to luxury brand 

consumption. One interviewee specifically referred to the ostentatiousness of the 

“nouveau riche” (or, New Rich), a term the Literature Review discovered to be 

frequently used to describe today’s Chinese luxury brand consumers. 

Nevertheless, both of the general mindsets, while different in their perspectives, 

tended to be consistent in their luxury brand affinities. One respondent referred to 

herself as “a creature of habit” in this regard.  

 

Moreover, these consistent behaviors were commonly described as extending 

into respondents’ social relationships, particularly with regard to the importance 

placed upon the opinions of friends, family and close colleagues on “fashion do’s 

and don’ts.” 

 

• “My coworker [name] has a great sense of style … I have on occasion 

purchased something because [of] the way it looked [on her] … I trust she is 

on point with current trends.” [US, female] 

• “I rely on family and friends for input.” [US, male] 

• “If I did not care what my friends think, I would rarely leave my apartment.” 

[China, female] 
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These findings are consistent overall with the Literature Review, although the 

degree to which the respondents believed that the brands they buy are important 

to their self-identity varied widely.  

 

• “I would hate to think that I am simply the label of my possessions.” [US, 

female] 

• “It is all one big picture, what we do, what we wear, who we are … these 

things [cannot be] realistically separated.” [China, male] 

 

Overall, the responses provided a general indication of opinion on the topic of 

self-expression as related to luxury brand consumption. Respondents located in 

the US, and particularly those that had not traveled in China or the Asia-Pacific 

region, were less likely to believe that the brands they buy are ‘important’ to their 

personal identity than their Asian counterparts.  However, given the limited scope 

of this research study, it would be irresponsible of the researcher to infer and 

assert that these are distinct commonalities across disparate cultures.  

 

In conclusion, the general findings concur with the Literature Review, although a 

more comprehensive methodology would be necessary to uncover potential 

hidden meanings behind what the respondents actually stated. Nevertheless, the 

objective helped frame further discussion on what communication conduits most 

effectively motivate luxury brand consumers. 
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Objective 3: Assess Efficacy of Communications Channels 
What are the most effective channels of brand communication for luxury 

products, and what challenges and opportunities might these present in Chinese 

markets? 

 

This objective was to further investigate the roles of the media and one’s peers 

as influences on luxury brand consumption. In the semi-structured interviews, 17 

respondents were asked to rank the efficacy of the following as having an 

influence on their consumptive behavior in the context of fashion and apparel 

items: 

 

• The media (advertisements, magazines, websites, products in film/TV) 

• Role models and/or celebrities 

• Your friends and/or family 

 

The results were that 14 of 17 (84%) of the respondents ranked “friends and 

family” as being most influential on their purchase decisions. The three (16%) 

that did not rank their immediate peers at the top instead chose role 

models/celebrities, which was the second choice for 65% of the respondents. It is 

interesting to note that the media ranked third for 71%, while at the same time 

the follow-on discussions indicated that magazines and websites have a 

significant influence on luxury brand purchase decisions, particularly for fashion 

items.  



 
 

 
79 

 

These findings appear to indicate the need for a greater number of response 

selections in a quantitative study. However the most important thing to note is the 

high level of regard for the opinions of one’s peers. This concurs with the 

Literature Review, which emphasized the importance of Word of Mouth (WOM) 

communications in luxury brand consumer behavior. It also further underscores 

the notion of role models as influencers, which was also investigated in Objective 

2 above.  

 

The semi-structured interview asked participants to “name someone you 

consider to be a personal role model” and “recall a specific brand or product you 

purchased partly because it was endorsed or otherwise owned by a celebrity.“ 

Many of the respondents were able to quickly identify a celebrity-level role model 

(e.g., Barack Obama, Bono, Richard Branson, Oprah), but at the same time most 

did not believe that the brands with which those celebrities are associated had a 

significant influence on their own purchase decisions.  

 

If the above were to be wholly true, it would be in direct opposition to the 

Literature Review and its investigation of celebrity endorsements of luxury 

brands, particularly in the context of branded entertainment such as movies and 

television shows. Furthermore, fashion magazines, which the respondents 

commonly acknowledged as being an importance influence, are rife with 

advertisements featuring celebrities and luxury brands.  
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In conclusion, all respondents indicated their peers, both immediate (friends and 

family) and associative (celebrity role models), often exhibit a significant 

influence on luxury brand purchase decisions. One respondent, a senior level 

executive working in Shanghai, referenced what he found to be a common 

consumer theory: “my friends are my life.” This concept further underscores the 

brand challenges and opportunities associated with peer groups as “extended 

family,” which is an important concept to understand in collectivist cultures such 

as China. 

  

Objective 4: Determine Implications of Chinese Conspicuous Consumption 
What are some implications of Chinese consumers becoming more brand-

focused as a function of their increasing disposable income, personal freedoms, 

and trends toward conspicuous consumption?  

 

This objective investigated present and future implications of China’s increasing 

demand for luxury products and services. As anticipated by the author, the 

respondents concurred with the Literature Review that demand will continue to 

grow significantly and that China will soon be the world’s top consumer of luxury 

goods and services. The responses also indicated that the fervor is reaching a 

“near fever pitch,” as one Chinese interviewee in Hong Kong stated.  

 

Similarly, an American working in China for over 10 years stated that in Shanghai 
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it as if the likes of Gucci and Prada and Chanel “chummed the waters” and the 

consumers “feasted on these brilliant new shiny things [as if they were] sharks.”  

This perspective was common among the respondents in varying degrees.  

 

• “[In China today] everything is Prada, D&G, Mercedes … it’s all flashing at 

you from storefronts.” 

• “The growing middle class is driving the sector … they are buying brands as 

status symbols.” 

 

It is important to note the reference to “middle” not only “upper” class above. 

According to several of the respondents, a high number of consumers in China 

will purchase only a few luxury items to “dress up” a wardrobe that includes 

mostly lower price/quality items. A key implication is that the country’s young 

professionals and urban youth, all of whom were born after Mao’s death in 1976, 

are significantly contributing to the trend. It is important to point out that these 

consumers have only anecdotal knowledge of their forebears’ Cultural Revolution 

life of consumptive abstinence.  

 

• “I imagine the Chinese are like ‘kids in the candy store’ … they have never 

really seen a lot of these high end fashions and cars and things before [or 

had] an ability to buy them.” [US, male] 
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• “We are seeing the trends carrying over into contemporary art and design… 

the problem is there are not enough tastemakers to go around … there’s a lot 

of poor quality out there pretending it is luxury.” [China, male] 

 

An implication of the above is that until only recently today’s Chinese consumers 

have had limited exposure to luxury goods and other products of international 

trade and culture. While they are increasingly knowledgeable and savvy, the 

common view among the respondents was that they are not as discerning as 

their Western counterparts. It is interesting to note, however, that for a country 

that three of the US-based participants criticized for its lack of control over 

counterfeit goods, one Chinese stated that consumers “in Beijing, Shanghai, 

Shenzhen … can spot fake Chanel or Prada from far away.” 

 

Furthermore, consumers in the 18 to 25 demographic one respondent 

referenced, are not saving money like their parents have before them. A common 

reason given for this was the notion that one can “buy status,” with the 

implication being that instead of saving their money they are increasingly 

choosing to spend it on status symbols that may improve their position in social 

circles. One participant noted that this is partly a result of the increased use of 

credit cards in a society that has traditionally frowned upon “spending what you 

do not have.” 

 
• “China today is … 25 years old.”  
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• “For the younger ones [in China] it’s a form of rebellion to buy [luxury brands] 

… almost typical teenage behavior.” 

• “They think of ‘identity’ as just another thing to consume … today I’m a rock 

climber, tomorrow I’m an artist, next week I’m a businessman.” 

 

These insights support the notion that trends toward conspicuous consumption in 

China can be viewed as a break from an older generation’s convention, as well 

as an unforeseen result of Mao’s Cultural Revolution.  

 

• “Mao’s portrait in Tiananmen is an honorable reminder of that ‘other China’ … 

Mao helps the people differentiate between who they were and who they are 

and are becoming.”  

 

The implication is that this historical icon of rigid structure on some level reminds 

today’s Chinese of their ability to dramatically change their position and status, 

both individually and as a whole. As implied by the responses, and evidenced by 

the Literature Review, Chinese consumers appear set upon proving this with the 

brands they are buying today. Moreover, can and should the above be viewed as 

“budding democracy” in an increasingly capitalistic economy as evidenced in the 

Literature Review? The great majority of the US respondents supported the 

trend: 
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• “China has been emulating Western culture for years … Given that Europe 

and the US are the largest consumers of luxury goods, it is only natural that 

China follow.” 

• “Self-expression and individuality are hallmarks of democracy.” 

• “China wants to be the ‘best’ and when you encourage individuals to be ‘their 

best’ that will lead to a more democratic system.” 

 

Here it is important to note a difference of opinion expressed by some of the 

Americans and all of the Chinese respondents. As an apt example, one Hong 

Kong businessman who “is used to living two opposing views,” stated: 

 

• “Why can’t there be government control of certain resources and participation 

in the private sector while still allowing for success to be commensurate of 

their abilities?” 

•  “Why do you have to assume that because there is capitalism there must be 

democracy? Capitalism is a product of democracy. But democracy is not a 

requirement of capitalism.” 

 

Another respondent added that he believed this topic alone would require several 

volumes of books to address it sufficiently. As such, a general implication of the 

above is there is more research to be conducted.  
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Conclusions 

The methodology was generally proven successful, particularly given available 

time and resources. Foremost, it was corroborated that luxury brands often play 

a highly influential role in the formation and expression of a consumer’s social 

identity. It is interesting to note that the respondents experienced little or no 

surprise regarding China’s booming demand for luxury goods, though there was 

a distinct difference of opinion regarding how and to what degree this might 

shape Chinese society. 
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CONCLUSIONS 
 

Summary 

This dissertation developed, conducted and analyzed the results of a research 

study aimed at first investigating the fundamentals of branding and marketing 

luxury products and services, then further investigating the increasing demand 

for luxury brands in China and the country’s associated trend toward 

conspicuous consumption. The study was comprised of primary research 

involving qualitative analysis and compared with secondary data resulting from 

an extensive review of existing literature. Overall, the author has met the 

proposed objectives, as will be further addressed in the following Key Insights 

section, and believes the dissertation to be a positive contribution to the existing 

body of work on and around the subjects herein.  

 
Key Insights 

An initial review of the Literature indicated that there was a scarcity of work 

focused upon the psychological and sociocultural underpinnings of modern 

brands and the formation and expression of social identity, particularly as related 

to China’s shift in consumptive behaviors from ingrained collectivism to 

increasing individualism. The latter is, as this research study has corroborated, 

evidenced by recent trends in consumer behavior, and most notably with the 

purchases of luxury products and services. It was determined that a variety of 

motivations and influences are contributing to the trends. Key influential factors 

were detailed in the Analysis and are again highlighted in the Objectives below.  
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A qualitative survey involved 36 respondents in 16 cities and three countries, and 

was conducted in three stages: Discovery, Semi-Structured Interviews, and 

Follow Ups. A key component of the study was the 13-item questionnaire 

developed to guide the one-to-one Semi-Structured Interviews (see Appendix B). 

The results of the analysis, as highlighted in Objectives 1 through 4 below, 

corroborated in-going assumptions and insights gained from the Literature 

Review, as well as identified additional topics, trends and constructs warranting 

further investigation.  

 

Objectives Achieved 

Objective 1: Gain Insights into Brand Affinities and Values 
This objective was achieved by researching, through existing literature and 

primary data, how consumers define a ‘brand’, particularly a luxury brand and the 

values, ethics, aesthetics, sophistication and status it may represent. It was 

determined that consumers today, in the US and increasingly in China, are 

keenly aware of the roles of brands and branding in contemporary culture. An 

implication of this is that the relationship between consumers and their favored 

brands is increasingly complex. The ‘brand’ exists not so simply as a tangible 

product or a logo mark representing services, but as an amalgamation of 

associations in the consumers mind. As such, the consumer associates the 

brand with a variety of emotions and experiences.  
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Features of brand that are appealing to consumers in both the US and China 

include quality of materials and craftsmanship, sophistication and uniqueness of 

design, and the heritage of the brand and its parent company. Additionally, 

Chinese luxury brand consumers, in what has been called a “show off” stage 

common in cultures experiencing newfound affluence, are drawn to premium 

pricing as indications of quality and exclusivity, particularly with foreign brands 

holding international esteem.  

 

Objective 2: Gain Insights into Luxury Brands Relative to Social Identity 
This objective was achieved by investigating how luxury brands contribute to the 

formation and expression of social identity, particularly with respect to interaction 

with one’s peers. Both the Literature Review and the primary research study 

concurred that luxury brands contribute to social identities consistently across 

consumers of luxury products and services, albeit in varying degrees.  

 

High net worth individuals who are frequent consumers of luxury brands are often 

attracted by the quality of materials and design more than the value of a brand as 

an overt status symbol. There are notable exceptions to this generalization, as 

was evidenced in the Literature Review in regards to the Tai-Tai wives of Asian 

multi-millionaires who are known to consumptively compete with one another as 

a function of how much they spend on luxury goods and services.  
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Conversely, luxury ‘nibblers’ might spend a month’s wages (or more) on a single 

luxury item meant to complement with a flash of ‘status’ an otherwise low-cost 

wardrobe of unknown brands. Such consumers are of particular significance to 

this and future studies in and around the topic. They are constituents of the 

emerging Chinese middle class that, as it was implied in both the Literature 

Review and by respondents in the primary research, is spending more on 

symbolic status having been starved of luxury goods until recent years. 

 

Lastly, a determination of the research study that was not anticipated was that 

US consumers are much less overt about their luxury brand consumption than 

Chinese. The implication is that the US market has long been mature, and there 

is at present a trend against ostentatious displays of logos in particular. The 

theoretical concept is that those consumers who are “in the know” will readily 

recognize a specific luxury brand as a function of unique features including, for 

example, sophisticated design or other subtle attributes that are typically 

identifiable by only the most discerning eye. In contrast, an intrinsic appeal of the 

luxury brands in China is the ease with which even less savvy consumers can 

quickly identify them as status symbols. 

 
Objective 3: Assess Efficacy of Communications Channels 
This objective was achieved by investigating channels of brand communication 

for luxury products to determine which are most effective, as well as what 

challenges and opportunities these might present in Chinese markets. It was 
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evidenced in the Literature Review that consumers of luxury brands are most 

influenced by the close personal opinions of their peers and through other word 

of mouth (WOM) communications. Secondarily, esteemed celebrities regarded 

as role models also hold sway on luxury consumers, often through product 

placement in films and TV shows, as well as in paid endorsements in magazine 

advertisements.  

 

The research study determined a key implication of the influence of one’s peers 

for Chinese luxury brand consumers. In a collectivist culture a luxury brand (e.g. 

Chanel, Louis Vuitton, Armani) can spread ‘like wildfire’ if it becomes viewed in a 

social circle or organized group (e.g., company, club, team) as a requirement to 

belong. Furthermore, the Confucian-rooted concept of representing the ‘face’ of a 

family is motivating some Chinese consumers to purchase luxury brands as a 

means of communicating one’s success in the family name, as was evidenced in 

the Literature Review.  

 

Objective 4: Determine Implications of Chinese Conspicuous Consumption 
This objective was achieved by investigating the implications of Chinese 

consumers becoming more brand-focused as a function of their increasing 

disposable income, personal freedoms, and trends toward conspicuous 

consumption. Overall, the research study found that Chinese demand for luxury 

goods would continue to grow at a significant rate, although it should be noted 
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that the development of the dissertation began in June 2008 and as such the 

recent economic downturn was not taken into consideration.  

 

Lastly, a key implication evidenced in the Literature and emphasized in the 

primary research was that Chinese consumers are being more self-indulgent with 

conspicuous consumption. However, there was a distinct difference of opinion as 

to the long-term implications, particularly as related to topics of “budding 

democracy” and capitalism. US respondents in the Semi-Structured Interviews 

were apt to view China’s consumer trends as evidence that capitalism is gaining 

its footing and democracy is emerging in and around new freedoms of choice 

enabled by increasing disposable income and availability of international luxury 

brands. In contrast, Chinese respondents tended to believe that capitalism and 

communism can coexist without requiring what might be viewed as American-

style democracy. This stark juxtaposition warrants further research, as is 

recommended below. 

 

Future Research 

Limitations of the research study included the relatively small size of the pool of 

respondents, which effectively disallowed conducting a statistically relevant 

quantitative study. It is recommended that a more comprehensive quantitative 

research design be developed utilizing tools including or similar to the Likert-item 

questionnaire (see Appendix C) developed but not implemented in this study.  It 

is also recommended that this research be conducted in Mandarin and 
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Cantonese (region specific) to mitigate language and other cross-cultural 

limitations. Lastly, it appears that there is a significant opportunity for Westerners 

to team with Chinese in forming countrywide networks of cultural anthropologists, 

market researchers, and statisticians to continue to narrow the gap between US 

and Chinese companies and consumers alike.  
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APPENDIX A – PARTICIPANT INTRODUCTION 
 
Introduction to Survey Respondents 
 

Dear (given name and/or Mr./Mrs./Dr. Surname): 

 

As mentioned previously, I am currently researching and writing my Dissertation 

(“Thesis” in the United States) in partial fulfillment of the requirements for my 

MBA from the University of Liverpool. The title of my Dissertation is, ‘The Luxury 

Brand and its Growing Demand in China: An Investigation into Brands and 

Branding in Relation to China’s Trend Toward More Individualistic Consumer 

Behavior with an Increased Affinity for Luxury Products. 

 

A large part of my effort is and has been focused on the performance of a 

Literature Review, as it is termed in the academic setting, whereby I research 

existing published works on similar topics. These include, but are not limited to: 

magazine and newspaper articles; websites; academic journals; books; and other 

dissertations/theses. Having completed much of this process, I have gained 

insights that I am now endeavoring to focus, corroborate and synthesize into 

conclusions and recommendations for further research.  

 

Following are questions and topics for discussion that, with your responses, will 

help me to achieve the above objectives and commence completion of my 

Dissertation. Please know that I will keep your name and responses in strict 

confidentiality, no third-party will be provided your contact information, and where 
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I might quote or otherwise paraphrase an insight you provide I will refer to you 

only in terms of your role within an organization (though not specific to your 

organization) and/or the industry in which you work.  

 

Thank you for your time, insights and support. 

 

Attachment:  

- Open Discussion: A set of 13 discussion questions to focus and even 

inspire our dialogue. This interview is what is often termed as a semi-

structured format, in which there is no yes or no answer, and certainly no 

right or wrong answer – your unadulterated opinions drawn from your core 

areas of experience and expertise are of the utmost value here. While it is 

difficult to approximate how much time will be required to respond to each 

individual query, it is estimated that in the aggregate the discussion across 

all 13 items will require approximately 20-25 minutes.  
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APPENDIX B – SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW QUESTIONNAIRE 
 
1. What is your definition of a ‘brand’? 
 
 
 
 
2. When given a choice between several different brands, do you consistently 
purchase the same brand? 
 
 
 
 
3. Name the first three luxury brands that come to mind. Do you own any of 
them? If not, do you ‘hope’ or ‘expect’ to one day? 
 
 
 
 
4. What are your own personal luxury brands? Meaning, if the above are 
financially out of reach for you (or most anyone) what do you consider 
accessible, ‘affordable’ luxury? 
 
 
 
 
5. Do you prefer apparel that does or does not prominently display a logo? Why? 
 
 
 
 
6. Of the luxury brands you own, do you think about them as being expressions 
of your personality? Of your economic status?  
 
 
 
 
7. When you spend more money for a luxury brand, is it for: 
 

• Its prestige, highly regarded worldwide?  
• High quality craftsmanship and materials?  
• Unique and/or sophisticated design?  
• Its heritage, and the values it has upheld?  

 
8. Name someone you consider to be a personal role model – someone you 
know. Do they have an influence on your personal “style”? 
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9. Can you recall a specific brand or product you purchased partly because it 
was endorsed or otherwise owned by a celebrity?  
 
 
 
 
10. Rank the following in order of their influence on your apparel and accessories 
purchase decisions:  
 

• The media (advertisements, magazines, websites, products in film/TV) 
• Role models and/or celebrities 
• Your friends and/or family 

 
 
 
 
11. Do you think it is better to save money for the future … or instead spend 
money on things that might help improve your social status and eventually, you 
hope, improve your future? 
 
 
 
 
12. China is expected to be the world’s largest consumer of luxury goods, by 
some accounts, in the next 10 years. Given its Communist government, do you 
find this surprising? Why or why not? 
 
 
 
 
13. Chinese consumers are dramatically increasing personal indulgences on 
luxury goods. Do you believe this indicates they are becoming more 
individualistic? More democratic? 
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APPENDIX C – SAMPLE SCALED ASSESSMENT QUESTIONNAIRE 
 
Pilot Questionnaire [sample, developed but not fully implemented; contributed to 

formation of interview questionnaire and survey]:  

Following is a questionnaire comprised of 30 Likert-style survey items – meaning, 

you are asked to provide a degree to which you agree or disagree with the 

associated statement. In beta testing this questionnaire with a few select 

colleagues, the average time to complete was approximately eight (8) minutes. 

 

Please rate the following topics according to this scale by placing a mark (if hard 

copy) or lowercase “x” (if digital, Microsoft Word or editable PDF) beneath the 

number corresponding to your view (phone respondents, reply verbally with the 

corresponding number): 

 

1 = Strongly Agree 

2 = Agree 

3 = It’s 50/50 <or> I Don’t Know 

4 = Disagree 

5 = Strongly Disagree 
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  1 2 3 4 5 
1 A brand is more than a logo … it conjures feelings, values 

and other associations. 
     

2 I consistently buy the same brands when available, even 
if there are many others to choose from. 

     

3 I am a frequent consumer of luxury brands.      
4 Luxury brands are an important part of how I present 

myself to others. 
     

5 People who wear luxury apparel/fashions are successful.      
6 I highly value the opinions and actions of celebrities I like.      
7 When I buy an expensive item I expect it to last a long 

time. 
     

8 My purchase decisions are influenced by advertisements.      
9 When I buy a luxury brand I feel I’m receiving the highest 

quality. 
     

10 People who wear luxury apparel/fashions are show-offs.      
 
11 I buy products I know are famous worldwide.      
12 Luxury brands are generally overpriced, not worth the 

extra money. 
     

13 I will sometimes buy a luxury product mainly because a 
friend owns that product or something similar.  

     

14 If a product is more expensive it must be better than 
others. 

     

15 I buy brands that I know my peers approve of.      
16 My friends and I like the same or very similar brands.      
17 I rarely buy something expensive without first researching 

it online. 
     

18 A woman can never have enough shoes.      
19 I am familiar with most of the top luxury brands.      
20 I wear things that show how unique I am.      

 

 

1 = Strongly Agree 

2 = Agree 

3 = It’s 50/50 <or> I Don’t Know 

4 = Disagree 

5 = Strongly Disagree 

(continued) 
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(continued)  1 2 3 4 5 
21 I buy a select few luxury brands (handbags, 

shoes) that cost substantially more than the rest 
of my wardrobe.  

     

22 I prefer shopping with friends rather than by 
myself. 

     

23 My purchase behavior shows that I have good 
taste. 

     

24 If I buy luxury goods they must reflect positively 
on my family.  

     

26 My clothes and accessories are symbols of who I 
am. 

     

27 To get ahead in business and society I must save 
my money for the future. 

     

28 The clothes make the man.      
29 An expensive product must provide a high degree 

of functionality. 
     

30 The ability to choose between what I like and do 
not like is very important. 

     

 

1 = Strongly Agree 

2 = Agree 

3 = It’s 50/50 <or> I Don’t Know 

4 = Disagree 

5 = Strongly Disagree 
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APPENDIX D – PARTICIPANT THANK YOU 
 
Dear (given name and/or Mr./Mrs. Surname): 

 

I’m pleased to report that this week I will finally be submitting my MBA 

dissertation (“thesis” in the U.S.) to the University of Liverpool. The final title is: 

‘The Luxury Brand and its Growing Demand in China: An Investigation into 

Brands and Branding in Relation to China’s Trend Toward More Individualistic 

Consumer Behavior with an Increased Affinity for Luxury Products.”   

 

I’d like to take a moment to say thanks for some valuable insights you provided at 

key junctures in the many months leading up to this achievement. In the unlikely 

instance that Iʼve directly quoted or paraphrased your words in the document, 

rest assured I will have maintained your anonymity. However, as the University 

requires that I give at least an academic nod to anyone I can identify as having 

contributed to this research study, I do plan to provide the following reference in 

the Appendices: 

 
Role     
Entrepreneur  
 
Company 
The Daily Brand Group 
     
Location     
Los Angeles 
 
Business     
Branding, Marketing, Business Development 
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Relevance 
Extensive brand development and China marketplace experience 

 

Thanks again – let’s definitely stay in touch.  

 

All the best, 

Colin Mangham 

  

  


