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E ven though last summer's quality crisis 
seems long gone and was actually limited 

to only a number of industry sectors, the 
psychological aftermath is still pervasive in the 
Chinese mind-set. Ever since the international 
limelight focused attention on products ‘Made 
in China’ and questioned whether they were 
up to par with international standards, both 
end customers and purchasing professionals 
consider product quality and safety a higher 
priority than ever before. But as Interbrand's 
2007 Brand Study shows, Chinese brands are 
not deemed to possess these attributes. They 
are mostly rated as “cheap” and of “good 
value” (for money), whereas characteristics 
such as “safety” or “high quality” rank at the 
very bottom of the list.

This is good news for foreign companies in 
China's business to business (B2B) markets. 

in the niche of high-end products, but they 

their high-quality customer service – if only 
their customers knew. 

A Head Start for Western Brands
One prevailing and basic principle in China is 
that foreign industrial companies are hardly 
known (ubiquitous global players excluded). 
Thus, in order to benefit from their head start 
in terms of quality, international B2B firms 
have to establish their brands in China. Chinese 
customers are known to be brand conscious 
and China is the prime example of a market 
in which brands are seen as symbols of status. 
On top of that, Western products are widely 
associated with luxury (fashion labels), precision 
(mechanical devices, watches) endurance 
(machines, cars), or other positive attributes. 

It doesn't necessarily matter whether it is private 
consumers or B2B buyers and whether they 
want to buy a designer handbag or an injection 
moulding machine. What matters is the brand 
advantage that international firms can and 
should exploit. The excuse that branding is only 
reserved for, or worse, only makes sense for 
consumer products, is just that: an excuse. 

Even though price or performance, the so-called 
hard facts of a product, play an important role 
in the decision making process of B2B buyers, 
intangible brand assets like trust can be of 
enormous value, especially in industrial sectors. 
Take the example of the injection moulding 
machine: Of course, the buyer of the machine 
will consider its price and performance before 
he makes the purchase. But isn't a trustworthy 
supplier who delivers a high quality product 
with life-long endurance reason enough to 
consider the more expensive product? More and 
more B2B buyers in China think so. 

Stiff Competition and Lack of Loyalty
But there is bad news too. Chinese consumers 
and B2B customers alike may love branded 
goods, but, unfortunately, they are not very 
brand loyal. Many potential buyers have only 
recently been exposed to the large selection of 
products offered by international companies 
in China. Therefore, it comes as no surprise 
that being loyal to only one or a few brands 
is literally a foreign concept. In addition, the 
downside of being positioned in the top-end 
sectors of their respective markets is that foreign 
industrial companies are often stuck in their 
high-quality niche due to large overheads and 

St i ff  competi t ion from both local  and 
international companies does not make life 
easier. The increased number of international 
competitors entering the market is leading 
to shrinking premiums even in high-quality 
sectors, while at the same time the output 
quality of Chinese companies is constantly 
improving. The abovementioned foreign 
bonus can even be turned into a disadvantage 
by a  Chinese competi tor  who besides 
producing at a lower price, also knows how 
to play the branding game. International 
media have extensively covered a case where 
the Chinese joint venture partner of a global 
fast moving consumer goods (FMCG) player 
used patriotic arguments to get an edge over 
its international competitor. As this example 
shows, a well-known and established brand is 
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After-sales and Customer Monitoring
The second and crucial step international 
companies have to master is the art of keeping 
their customers happy. Showing the ability to 
deal with Chinese customers and their wishes, 
as well as communicating a long-term China 
commitment can help a foreign brand to be 
accepted. There should also be a strong focus 
on after-sales measures and close monitoring 
of customer needs. Installation and repair 
services, plus call centres with well-trained 
local staff are as easily achievable as they are 
vital for a positive brand perception. Especially 
in the B2B sector, foreign companies can score 
points with reliable and quick customer service 
as many of their Chinese counterparts show a 
lot of room for improvement in this area. 
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oriented service focus with short response 
cycles gives additional value to the brand and 
is a necessity for B2B Branding in China. 

China Advertising Oddities
China is different to the West in many 
ways and marketing and advertising are 
no exception. As in many other countries, 
the majority of advertising campaigns are 
launched through TV. The distribution of TV 
advertising spots on all channels of the state 
network CCTV, however, is managed in a way 
that is completely new to Western marketers: 
They are auctioned off to the highest bidder. 
This can make the planning of a yearly 
advertising budget extremely difficult and 
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Chinese Names of Western Brands and their Meanings

Allianz  (An Lian) Safely united   

  BMW  (Bao Ma) Treasured horse

  Cisco  (Si Ke) Thinking science

 Coca-Cola  (Ke Kou Ke Le) Joyful refreshing taste

GM  (Tong Yong) Commonly used

   Marlboro  (Wan Bao Lu) A road that leads to many treasures

       Yahoo  (Ya Hu) Graceful tiger

There is a strong trend towards online forums 
and rating sites amongst China's large Internet-
savvy population, where product reviews and 
price comparisons are openly published and 
discussed and which help facilitate customer 
monitoring. In this environment, all aspects of 
a brand and its products are under scrutiny, 
including the company's website and brand 
name. While the naming issue is being given 
appropriate consideration by a lot of foreign 
companies (see Table), many websites don't 
offer enough detailed product information or 
support functions in Chinese. 

A clear and simple website that is optimised for 
search engine access and features informative 
and useful content can already be enough 
to outshine Chinese competitors and lead to 
positive forum rankings. Overall, a customer-

One Chinese company tried to keep the 
production costs of their one-minute spot to 
a minimum by repeating the brand's name 
more than ten times. The attempt backfired 
and customers became annoyed rather than 
interested. The multinational giant Procter & 
Gamble (P&G) showed the right way to do it by 
securing a TV spot just before the national news, 
a time during which CCTV has a monopoly 
across the country. As a result, P&G was able 
to draw a large amount of attention to its 
advertisement which became a huge success. 
The extraordinary visibility of the well-known 
brand created a notion of safety in the minds of 
millions of Chinese TV viewers, thereby earning 
their trust. Of course, this came at a price that 
most of P&G's local competitors could not or 
were not willing to afford. Could this be another 
advantage for foreign companies?


