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Dear Reader,

Welcome to the LABReport, a publication by Labbrand’s 

branding experts, bringing you insightful articles on 

market research, brand strategy, and the creative 

aspects of branding.

In this edition of LABReport, we discuss extensively 

the top five most remarkable brands of 2010 to 

reflect on the year passed in China, analyze research 

opportunities on a trend of bio/organic products using 

an example from a cosmetics case study, and discuss 

naming from different cultural perspectives. We also 

examine three Chinese names from the automotive 

industry to uncover the brands’ intended positioning 

and industry trends in naming.

As our regular readers know, LABReport provides 

valuable information to help build strong brands. Don’t 

forget to regularly read our blog, BrandSource, for up-

to-date and analytical commentary on what brands are 

doing in China and abroad. 

We hope you enjoy reading. Happy holidays and Happy 

New Year!

From the LABReport Team

labreport@labbrand.com

Words from the Editor

P.S. Please add i nfo@labbrand.com t o your address book to avoid 
any antispam 
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The Chinese Perspective

on Organic/Natural 

Cosmetic Brands

Do Chinese perceive organic/natural products the way Westerners do? What are 

the real motivations and driving forces behind Chinese customers' rising interest 

in these products? Ever since China started to shift its position from the world’s 

dominant manufacturing powerhouse to the world’s biggest and most attractive 

consumer market, the consumption habits of Chinese consumers also started to 

move toward increasing maturity and sophistication. This trend is perceived as 

a tremendous opportunity for organic brands entering China and competition 

in this market is intensifying. In such an environment, the key success factor is 

to identify what Chinese people really expect from these types of products and 

build brand identities that are locally relevant.

By Gaelle  CHIODI & Kevin GENTLE
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Different perspectives on "bio" between the West and China

Fundamental differences indeed exist between the way Western and Chinese 

customers understand and perceive concepts such as “bio” “organic,” or “green” 

and the benefits they expect from such products. 

In the West, organic products have been around for a long time. The concepts 

mentioned above are well defined and customers have a generally clear idea of 

what they entail. Western consumers have fully integrated organic and natural 

products into their consumption habits and have relatively clear expectations 

about them. Consumption of organic products is often seen as a lifestyle 

choice and a statement. Benefits are on average more intangible and long-term 

oriented than concrete and short-term.

Western markets China

Clear understanding of notions such as “bio”or 

“organic”
Vaguer concepts often associated with the West

Organic and natural products are mainstream

Notions such as “organic” and “bio” (in the 

Western sense of the term) appeal to a minority of 

early adopters

Mainly internal benefits (make a statement, feel 

good about yourself)

Tangible benefits are expected (e.g., eat organic 

food to be safe)

Different notions between the West and China

What are the Chinese understandings of the organic/natural 

concept?

In a nutshell, the concept of “organic” is not so explicit in China. Consumers may 

be attracted to organic/natural products but their understanding of the term 

“natural” is more pragmatic than in the West. To most customers, a “natural” 

lifestyle simply means eating more fruits and vegetables. One explanation is the 

lack of widely accepted labels or certifications for organic or bio products that 

would give another dimension to these concepts. 

Fig. 1
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Bio/organic
生物 / 有机

Bio is translated as [shēng wù] in Chinese. Organic is translated as [yǒu jī]. 

In China, “organic”  means ‘simple, healthful and close to nature.’ It refers 

to products derived from or having characteristic of living organisms. It 

usually refers to food products grown or raised without synthetic fertilizers, 

pesticides or hormones.

Natural
自然 

[Zì rán] is general word, referring to products that have benefits for people 

because they are made of elements from nature around us (e.g., plants and 

minerals).

Green
绿色 

In Chinese, green translates as [lǜ sè] and always stands for ‘spring’, ‘wood’ 

and other things  full of vigour and vitality. 

Eco-Friendly
生态 

[Shēng tài] is literally translated as ‘eco-friendly’ in Chinese. However, 

“ecological balance” is a more preferred term when describing a lifestyle 

or products that contribute to building a healthier, well-functioning 

environment

The way the Chinese see the concept of “eco-friendly” illustrates an interesting 

aspect of the Chinese psyche that makes the Chinese public potentially very 

receptive to nature-based messages. Chinese philosophy sees the environment 

as an interconnected whole, an equilibrium that must be maintained.  This 

perception of nature and the environment permeates the Chinese mind and 

makes Chinese consumers likely to be drawn toward organic/natural products. 

What is more, China has a long history of using the gifts of nature to cure 

illnesses and traditional Chinese medicine has been an important part of 

people’s lives for centuries. Moreover, China is still a country in which scandals 

involving unsafe food products are counted by the dozen. People still often 

live in an environment characterized by uncertainty and seek security in their 

consumption choice.

The following chart details how key concepts related to organic/natural 

products translate into Chinese. 

Chinese translations of bio conceptsFig.2
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Examining cosmetic brands provides further insights into market 

diversity 

All of the aforementioned factors make the market for organic/natural products 

in China more multidimensional than in the West. Labbrand’s market research 

department has recently conducted an extensive study of organic and natural 

cosmetic brands in China. The results show the extent to which the market for 

organic and natural products in China is diverse and multidimensional. The 

following chart describes how the market for bio and nature-based products 

can be divided along two axes.

TIMELESS 
Long-term sustainability

IMMEDIATE 
Short-term functionality

INTUITION

Traditional Chinese 
medicine

Nature serves both 
body and mind. Rooted 
in Chinese history and 

philosophy.

Nature-inspired 
brands

Freshness and purity. 
Natural elements reinforce 

the product's image.

Science-inspired  
brands

Science as a tool to leverage 
the gifts of nature and 

enhance beauty.

Western bio brands
Strong organic credentials 

and western identity.  
Bio as a lifestyle.

KNOWLEDGE
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This group represents the Western conception 

of “organic.” Brands in this category are Western 

(confirming the observation that “organic” is 

strongly linked to the West in Chinese people’s 

minds) and can be defined as lifestyle brands. They 

use their heritage as a point of differentiation and 

project an image of authenticity.

Brands that are inspired by traditional 

Chinese medicine (TCM). They put forth in their 

communication material plants known in China 

for their curative effects. They play on typically 

Chinese concepts such as balance and harmony and 

often blend modern science with Chinese medical 

traditions. 

The last group, science-inspired brands, can be seen 

as the most sophisticated. Brands in this group 

borrow codes from the pharmaceutical industry 

and use technical terms extensively to describe 

how they use modern science to leverage nature’s 

gifts. They are mostly foreign and emphasize their 

scientific credentials and the complexity of their 

products.

The “nature-inspired” group is rather heterogenic. 

Brands in this group emphasize elements such as 

freshness and purity rather than insisting on the 

medical properties of the plants used. Some brands 

present certain products as “organic” but their 

credentials are not strong enough to be placed in 

the “bio brands” category. 

Example: Origins

Example: Inoherb/相宜本草

Example: CAMENAE/家美乐

Example: O HUI/欧蕙

Western bio brands
Strong organic credentials 

and western identity.  
Bio as a lifestyle.

Nature-inspired 
brands

Freshness and purity. 
Natural elements reinforce 

the product's image.

Science-inspired  
brands

Science as a tool to leverage 
the gifts of nature and 

enhance beauty.

Traditional Chinese 
medicine

Nature serves both 
body and mind. Rooted 
in Chinese history and 

philosophy.
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All in all, the cosmetics example perfectly illustrates the complexity and 

uniqueness of organic and natural products in China. In the future, as 

discretionary spending power rises and the market evolves, we can expect the 

“organic brands” segment to become a more important part of the market. 

Conclusion 

With environmental pollution seen as a real threat to people’s health and 

safety, the number of consumers willing (and able to afford) to adopt bio and 

organic as a lifestyle will progress significantly. In the near future, bio/organic 

consumption will be powered not only by people’s desire for internal benefit 

and safety but also by an increasing rejection of products that contribute to 

damaging the environment. After all, the potential for organic products is huge 

in this fast-evolving market. However, it is also very likely that the concept of 

“Bio” and “Organic” as it is understood in the West will never really take root 

in China beyond a high income but limited group of early adopters. Hence, 

whether brands can ride the wave and capitalize on the trend will depend on 

their capacity to use market data to position themselves in a locally relevant 

way in this still embryonic market.



Labbrand December 2010 > 9

Copyright © 2005-2010 Labbrand - Unauthorized reproduction strictly prohibited

2010’s Top Five  
Brand Stories in China

Market entries, new brands, 
rebrands, and more

By Rob MEYERSON & Kevin GENTLE

China’s economy maintained its fast-paced growth in 2010, overcoming Japan 

as the second largest economy in the world and continuing a meteoric rise that 

has seized the world’s attention. Despite undeniable progress, many questions 

remain when it comes to building businesses and brands in China. How can 

foreign companies and products gain the affinity of Chinese customers? What 

will happen to those foreign brands that are (inevitably) acquired with Chinese 

capital? Why haven’t more Chinese brands “gone global?”

To examine these questions further, Labbrand takes a look back at 2010 and the 

year’s most interesting, impressive, or otherwise noteworthy brand events in 

China. The list, in no particular order, includes new and old brands, Chinese and 

foreign. Each listed brand is accompanied by a summary of what happened and 

why it matters.
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Li-Ning Enters USA and Rebrands

What Happened

China’s leading sporting goods brand entered the US market in January with 

little fanfare. But by opening its first store in Portland, Oregon, near Nike 

headquarters, Li-Ning was clearly sending a shot over the bow of the global 

leader. The Chinese brand was also signaling its intent to continue global 

expansion, with stores already open in Hong Kong and Singapore and celebrity 

endorsements from the likes of Shaquille O’Neal.

In June, Li-Ning redesigned its 20-year old logo, which was widely regarded as 

little more than a copycat attempt at Nike’s ubiquitous Swoosh. The new, two-

part logo can also be interpreted as lowercase letters L and N, which imbues 

the mark with more meaning for readers of English (or similar alphabet-based 

languages). At the same time, Li-Ning changed its tagline to “Make the Change” 

from “Anything is Possible,” which, while introduced two years earlier, was very 

similar to the current Adidas tagline, “Impossible is Nothing.” (Adidas is also 

headquartered in Portland.)

To round out a big 2010, Li-Ning launched a comical TV commercial in the US to 

announce the brand’s arrival to America.
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Why It Matters

In the short term, Li-Ning may not represent a significant threat to leaders like 

Nike and Adidas on their home turf. Aside from initial curiosity, Westerners 

won’t instantly warm to a Chinese sportswear brand, despite the fact that they 

assume their Nikes are already made in China. Interestingly, having a presence 

in the United States may do more to help Li-Ning dominate in China and Asia, 

where selling to Westerners is likely to be seen as an indicator of quality and 

prestige.

But more importantly, Li-Ning is on the forefront of a slow-rolling wave of 

Chinese brands that will expand outside of China this decade. Today, despite 

excitement—and fear—about coming Chinese economic dominance, asking 

non-Chinese people to name their favorite Chinese brands is like asking them to 

name their favorite Chinese NBA players—easy to name one, two if you’re really 

in the know, but it gets a lot harder after that. Because of Li-Ning, Tsingtao, 

Haier, and a handful of other brands, this will change soon. Other sportswear 

brands Anta Sports, Peak Sport, and Xtep are already sponsoring major athletes 

and events around the world. In the transportation sector, companies like China 

Railway Group, King Long, BYD, and Chery all have plans to do business and 

grow awareness outside of China. Even the luxury market will be introduced to 

new Chinese trendsetters like NE Tiger, which has studios in the US, Europe, and 

Russia.

Li-Ning’s USA market entry could have other far-reaching consequences due to 

the brand’s decision to flaunt its Chinese-ness rather than downplay it. If Li-

Ning is able to poke a hole in the cliché that everything made in China is poorly 

constructed, it will open doors for countless other Chinese brands with global 

ambitions.
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Why It Matters

For Ford, one of the United States’ struggling “Big Three” auto makers, this sale 

provided some much needed capital and an opportunity to renew focus on core 

brands. For Volvo and Geely, however, the acquisition is uncharted territory in 

more ways than one. Despite Geely Chairman Li Shufu’s insistence that “Volvo 

is Volvo and Geely is Geely,” it remains to be seen whether a brand recognized 

for safety and reliability can survive the ‘made in China’ stigma. If so, the two 

companies still face the significant challenges of reviving an unprofitable brand 

in the West and restructuring in China, all while merging corporate cultures and 

maintaining product quality.

But beyond the single deal is the more general statement it makes about the 

increasing acquisitiveness of Chinese companies and a global power shift 

in the automotive industry. Other significant Chinese investments in this 

sector include the Shanghai Automotive Industry Corporation’s (SAIC) joint 

ventures with GM and Volkswagen and the Beijing Automotive Industry Holding 

Company’s (BACI) joint ventures with Jeep and Daimler-Benz. Furthermore, 

expansion in North America and Europe is rumored for Chinese manufacturer 

BYD and others. Chinese companies are not limiting themselves to the auto 

industry, either, with significant acquisitions and investments in consumer 

electronics (e.g., Lenovo), oil and gas, financial services, and more.

What Happened

In March, Ford Motor Company sold Volvo to Zhejiang Geely Holding Group for 

over 1.5 billion USD. The holding company is parent of Geely Automotive, one 

of China’s largest non-state-owned automotive manufacturers. However, both 

Volvo and Geely stressed that the companies would be kept separate and that, 

in the words of Swedish deputy prime minister, Maud Olofsson, Volvo’s “brand 

will still be Swedish.”

Volvo Purchased by Geely
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What Happened

137-year old American apparel company Levi Strauss & Co. launched its first 

brand to debut outside the US in August of 2010. Dubbed dENiZEN, the lower-

priced sub-brand is targeted at 18 to 28 year-old men and women in Asia, and 

specifically China, where Levi’s has been operating for 10 years. Levi’s hopes 

dENiZEN will present a more affordable entry point for Chinese consumers, and 

has emphasized the brand’s accessibility by using amateur models—“everyday 

people”—in runway shows and advertisements. dENiZEN first launched in 

Shanghai, with plans to expand to Beijing and other cities.

Levi’s Launches dENiZEN in Shanghai

Why It Matters

Certainly, there’s nothing new about the arrival of foreign brands in China, 

where KFC has over 3,000 restaurants and other foreign brands like Gap and 

Carl’s Jr. are arriving every day. Product localization is also nothing new, as 

evidenced by Lay’s Hot & Sour Fish Soup potato chips, Starbucks’ Chinese tea 

and mooncakes, and BMW’s local 5 Series, with extra legroom in the back to 

make wealthy Chinese more comfortable sitting behind their chauffeurs.

But according to their website, dENiZEN is “the first brand from Levi Strauss 

& Co. ever to debut outside of the USA.” Obviously significant for Levi’s, the 

creation of new sub-brands specifically for China is also a relatively new trend. 

In 2004, KFC introduced East Dawning (东方既白), a Chinese-food, quick-service 

restaurant created exclusively for China. Creating a new brand can also be 

a unique strategy for market entry, as Taiwanese smartphone giant HTC is 

attempting with its Chinese subsidiary, Dopod (although the success of this 

move is yet to be determined).

Foreign brands with localized products for China

East Dawning and Dopod

For Levi’s and dENiZEN, the current challenge is to enhance relevance to 

Chinese and other Asian consumers without squandering existing, positive 

associations with the Levi’s brand. From a brand portfolio standpoint, how 
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What Happened

French luxury giant Hermès helped fund the creation and launch of Shang Xia, 

a new luxury brand designed and manufactured in China. Aside from owning 

over 75% of the company, Hermès’ specific involvement is not yet clear. The first 

Shang Xia boutique is in Hong Kong Plaza, a luxury shopping mall in Shanghai.

The brand’s products are slightly more affordable than those of Hermès, which 

has 20 stores in China already. Also, Shang Xia is positioned as a Chinese brand, 

led by a designer from Shanghai (although trained in France), with products—

such as tea sets, apparel, and jewelry—made from local materials and designed 

based on traditional Chinese craftsmanship.

Hermès Launches Shang Xia (上下)

will this sub-brand fit with other global Levi’s brands (including Dockers and 

Signature) so that it gains from being a member of a prestigious brand family 

while minimizing potential damage to more premium brands? If dENiZEN is 

intended as an entry point, how will Levi’s eventually move customers toward 

the group’s more expensive brands? The future success of dENiZEN rests partly 

on answering these questions effectively. Regardless of Levi’s success, however, 

other foreign brands hoping to succeed in China should study this approach 

carefully.
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Why It Matters

Whereas dENiZEN (above) is priced for Chinese consumers, Shang Xia is 

designed for them. The new brand is therefore trying to avoid, rather than 

benefit from, perceptions of foreignness. But in a country where foreign brands 

are still widely regarded as higher quality than domestic brands, Hermès’ 

support could act as a double-edged sword, buttressing the brand’s reputation 

as luxurious and well-made while hurting its chances of being perceived as 

Chinese. This balancing act—how best to weight local relevance against the 

prestige that may come with foreign provenance—is critical for any foreign 

brand doing business in China. Brands doing business internationally must also 

acknowledge the strategic importance of staying true to their core idea and 

promise.

Shang Xia indicates that Hermès is willing to take a less conservative approach 

to the China marketplace, suggesting its recognition of the market’s potential 

for growth. Rather than importing brands or localizing products, more and 

more foreign companies will be creating entirely new brands from scratch or 

through well-crafted partnerships. For Shang Xia to effectively position as a 

homegrown Chinese luxury brand, however, it will have to convince Chinese 

consumers that it is much more than a discounted version of Hermès and 

demonstrate its roots in Chinese heritage and craftsmanship. In doing so, it 

faces the considerable hurdle of helping define high-end Chinese design—what 

it looks and feels like, how it fuses luxury and traditional craft, and what, if 

anything, it has to do with traditional notions of luxury.

What Happened

State-owned Shanghai Jahwa Group is China’s largest cosmetics company 

and owner of Herborist, a natural-ingredient cosmetics line that has recently 

exported products to Europe and the USA. This past summer, the group re-

launched one of its own iconic legacy brands, previously known as Shuang Mei 

(双妹). The brand has a new name, Shanghai VIVE, but everything else about it 

looks old, nostalgic, retro. Shanghai VIVE’s logo, packaging, advertising, and 

scents—even the location of its first store in the newly renovated Peace Hotel—

are all reminiscent of Shanghai’s 1930s glory days. With premium pricing and 

plans for more than 20 new stores over the next three years, the resurrected 

brand’s soaps and perfumes will go head-to-head with dominant foreign brands.

Shuang Mei (双妹) Returns as Shanghai VIVE
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Why It Matters

Shanghai VIVE will test consumers’ appetites for Chinese luxury cosmetics—

a market currently ruled in and outside China by brands such as Estée Lauder, 

Dior, Lancôme, and Clarins. The decision to position the brand as retro chic will 

also be tested, as the attempt to capitalize on global fascination with China and 

Shanghai’s revitalization could be perceived as trendy and exploitative rather 

than classic and reverential.

Shanghai Jahwa Group is not the only company bringing back old Chinese 

brands, however. Other recent examples include Warrior and Feiyue sneakers, 

Red Flag limousines, and Forever bicycles. These throwbacks represent a 

growing desire to revive old Chinese brands, some of which lost out to foreign 

brands during China’s opening up in the 1990s. Now, as Chinese entrepreneurs 

and consumers are increasingly empowered, both figuratively and literally, 

a continuing resurgence of fallen-but-not-forgotten Chinese brands can be 

expected. For brands like Shanghai VIVE to make it this time, they’ll have to be 

able to count on growing confidence in Chinese brands and China alike.
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These are just five of the past year’s most interesting brand stories in China. 

Each of them demonstrates a broader trend that will continue in the near and 

long term. The following chart summarizes overarching trends listed herein and 

some representative brands to watch in 2011.

Underlying these trends are the obvious common threads of China’s rapid 

economic growth and a rising appreciation of the significance of the Chinese 

marketplace. A more subtle but equally important through-line is a changing 

mindset toward China’s role in globalization.

China is basking in the afterglow of a hat trick of huge and hugely successful 

events—the Olympics in Beijing, Shanghai’s Expo, and the Asian Games in 

Guangzhou. Together, these events served to inspire national pride and 

expose the average Chinese person to the world outside China. Combined 

with a financial downturn that still has most of the Western world reeling, this 

increased optimism may begin to tip the scales away from a “foreign is better” 

worldview. More importantly, enhanced confidence sets the stage for more 

aggressive business decisions and provocative branding actions, which could 

lead to unexpected mergers and acquisitions, more unique Chinese brands, and 

eventually, true innovation from China.

Trend Brands to Watch

Chinese brands are expanding and building 

awareness overseas

Li-Ning, Tsingtao, Haier, Anta Sports, Peak Sport, 

Xtep, China Railways Group, King Long, BYD, Chery, 

NE Tiger, Herborist, Huawei, QQ

Chinese companies are acquiring or investing in 

non-Chinese brands

Shanghai Automotive Industry Corporation’s (SAIC) 

joint ventures with GM and Volkswagen,  Beijing 

Automotive Industry Holding Company’s (BACI) joint 

ventures with Jeep and Daimler-Benz, Lenovo

Non-Chinese companies are launching sub-brands 

exclusively for China

dENiZEN (Levi Strauss & Co.), East Dawning (KFC), 

Dopod (HTC)

Chinese and foreign companies leveraging Chinese 

culture to create new brands
Shang Xia (Hermès)

Legacy Chinese brands are being revived
Shanghai VIVE, Warrior sneakers, Feiyue sneakers, 

Red Flag limousines, Forever bicycles
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As you stroll in Shanghai, you can see two categories of brand names: some are 

written in Chinese and others in foreign languages such as English, Japanese, 

and French. Do Chinese consumers connect more with brands whose names 

are written in Chinese characters? Does using a foreign verbal element such 

as  increase the brand’s appeal by giving it a French identity? Every brand 

that decided to jump on the Chinese bandwagon has its own strategy of 

differentiation in order to stand out from the crowd. Among all the efforts to 

resonate with Chinese consumers, naming strategy plays an integral part, given 

the complexity of the market and, the multicultural market condition Chinese 

consumers are exposed to. 

Cultural Naming
By Daniel GUO & Kevin GENTLE

How brands can 
take advantage of 
the multicultural 
aspect of the 
Chinese market
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In order to gain further insights into recent naming practices in China and 

analyze the positioning strategies behind them, we can further break down the 

aforementioned two categories into three groups: 

Brand names that use foreign words1. 

Brands such as Paris Baguette and Croissants de France belong to this group. 

They are local brands that borrowed foreign verbal elements in their naming 

strategy. It is a fact that some products are deeply associated with certain 

cultures. Fashion means Italy while food often evokes France. Furthermore, 

German culture represents precision and seriousness and Japanese connotes 

high quality and technology. Being associated with certain cultures is a table 

stake in some markets. The association gives credibility to the brand and allows 

it to charge a premium.

Furthermore, brands can choose to borrow elements from other cultures 

because of their meanings rather than for the association with the culture itself. 

The brand named “Ubuntu” is an extremely interesting example. Ubuntu is a 

Linux-based operating system that borrows the name of a well-known African 

philosophical concept: “I am because we all are.” It is a Bantu name and refers to 

the realization that all individuals are connected and belong to a greater whole. 

As ubuntu is a free and open-source software to which all users can contribute, 

it is perfectly in line with the philosophical concept it chose as a name. In this 

case there is a fine fit between the product and its name; the name gives extra 

meaning to the product’s key feature and gives another dimension to the 

customer benefit.

Brands that create new words and meanings2. 

In recent years, it seems that many brands have followed this creative trend, 

but few brands succeed in creating an original brand image in the minds of 
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consumers. One of the first and very successful examples of this strategy is 

the ice cream brand Häagen-Dazs. The name Häagen-Dazs means absolutely 

nothing in any language. However, the effect it has is the immediate association 

to northern Europe and Scandinavian countries due to the composition of the 

words and the use of letter “ä”. This association made customers accept a price 

premium in the first place as well as giving credibility to the claim that the price 

premium was justified by good European quality. So successful was the branding 

that even today most people still think that Häagen-Dazs is a Danish brand even 

though it is 100% American.

Another intriguing example is a brand named Faguo (the Chinese pronunciation 

for “France” written in alphabetic/PinYin terms). The goal here is to tell 

something about the brand’s history. Faguo is a brand of shoes created by two 

young French entrepreneurs in 2008. Although the shoes themselves have little 

to do with China or Chinese culture, the name is used to emphasize the personal 

history of the founders who had the idea for their business venture while 

studying in China.

It can be hypothesized that cultural naming is sometimes used to generate 

immediate attention and make the brand more memorable. Out of curiosity, 

people are prone to ask questions in order to know more about this culture-

related name, its literal meaning, and the reasons for which it was chosen. In the 

end, what they can recall is not only the brand name, but also the extra meaning 

carried. A well-crafted cultural name can constitute an excellent first touchpoint 

between the brand and its target audience.

Brands that use cross-cultural naming strategies3. 

Cross-cultural naming refers to the use of verbal elements that give an 

association of foreign culture or images to the audience. These elements may, to 

a varying degree, represent cultural symbols that carry a significance that goes 

beyond literal meaning and act as an evocative byword for a wider set of ideas 

and images.

In a Chinese context, cross-cultural naming refers to Chinese names that, 

although written in Chinese characters, are associated with other cultures. One 
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of the well-known examples is the Chinese cosmetic brand 东洋之花 [dōng yáng 
zhī huā]. Although it is a local brand, the literal meaning of its name is “Japanese 

flower”. Many people thus tend to believe it is a Japanese brand. In this case, 东

洋之花 used cross-cultural naming to differentiate itself in the marketplace and 

exploit Japanese products’ reputation for quality. 

Cross-cultural naming strategies are commonplace in the F&B industry. Examples 

include Italian restaurant chains 巴贝拉[bā bèi lā], Japanese sushi restaurant 

chain元禄寿司[yuán lù shòu sī], and Japanese noodle bar chain 味千拉面[wèi 
qiān lā miàn]. Even though all of these brands are Chinese or Hong Kong owned, 

the characters used in their names give them credibility and authenticity in 

consumers’ eyes.
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The shortcomings of cross-cultural naming

Deep association with a certain culture might cause problems:  

The examples provided above illustrate how companies can successfully 

use cultural naming. However every coin has two sides. Markets and culture 

are constantly evolving entities, hence companies must remember that the 

meaning carried by a certain cultural name may change over time as public 

opinion of foreign cultures evolves. When the anti-Japanese movement 

agitated China a few years ago, 味千拉面, who prior to the incident enjoyed 

a strong brand image associated with Japanese authenticity, had to 

publically announce that it was a Hong Kong based company in order not to 

have its restaurants bashed by angry protesters.

Some names carry different meanings from country to country:  

For instance, Mitsubishi used the name “pajero” for its famous line of SUVs. 

While this Spanish sounding name is original and generates curiosity, it is 

a slang term for “wanker” in Spanish speaking countries. When attempting 

to cultural naming, brands must make sure that the chosen name is widely 

usable and that it will be understood in the same way by all markets. 

Risk of not being fully understood:  

The extent to which individuals fully understand other cultures remains a 

problem. Not all customers have the knowledge and open mindedness to 

understand names borrowed from foreign cultures. Some may not grasp 

the full meaning of the name and just end up confused. Low engagement 

products in particular such as FMCGs can seldom afford complicated names 

that require significant efforts from the consumer to be fully understood.
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Conclusion & General rules

Cultural naming presents both advantages and disadvantages. When targeting 

the Chinese market, cultural naming can help brands differentiate themselves and 

make a long-lasting impression on the consumer. Yet the risk is that in time, the 

past advantages can possibly turn into its disadvantages, hampering the brand’s 

development. Hence, brands entering China need to be equipped with a sound 

naming strategy that aims to not only build differentiation and originality, but also  

communicate the brand’s core message consistently and effectively over time. In 

essence, brands need to be culturally aware and sensitive if they are to succeed and 

stay relevant in this ever dynamic and multicultural consumer market.  
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“How can I best imprint my brand image into the consumer’s mind?” This is currently 

the simplest, and yet the hardest question to answer in the auto industry in China. 

Competing brands are relentlessly seeking ways to create better, more appealing images 

than competitors in this lucrative market: going green, new value propositions such as 

cost-efficiency, lower-energy consumption, safety, cutting-edge design, and so on.  

One of the most recent industry trends is the emergence of a new breed of bands created 

by Western-Chinese joint ventures that are no longer limited to manufacturing and 

distributing the original Western models.  Many of the big JV auto companies in China 

have announced the creation of such brands. Our naming analysis examines what the 

names chosen names say about the brands' intended positioning and the reflect of future 

industry trends.

Three Newly Born Auto  
Brand Names
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>> 理念 [lǐ niàn], EVERUS

This Chinese name literally means “principle,” 

focusing on philosophy, reflection and life attitude. 

This name links to lifestyle aspirations and insights 

shared both by the customers and  the automakers. 

However, it is not consistent with the English name 

and might just be a temporary project name.

>> 宝骏 [bǎo jùn], BAOJUN

The literal meaning of this name is “fine/excellent 

horse,” implying achievement, success in life, 

emphasizing the high quality of the auto and the 

status of the driver. Being auspicious, this name is 

a good fit for a carmaker. Yet, it is quite similar to 宝

马BMW, and lacks originality. Because of its strong 

resemblance to BMW’s Chinese name and its focus 

on status and prestige, we can expect the brand 

might be challenged by BMW in the near future.

>> 启辰 [qǐ chén], VENUCIA

The Chinese name chosen for this new model 

literally means “the first light beam of a new day,” 

implying the new direction of the future, and also 

an auspicious name. Much work has been done to 

design this name which is a variation of the term 启

明星, and it evokes the meanings such as grandeur, 

wisdom and in-depth reflection. This is truly a 

groundbreaking name.
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1 2 3
Chinese Name 理念[lǐ niàn] 宝骏 [bǎo jùn] 启辰 [qǐ chén]

Meaning

理: reason

念: idea

(Principle)

宝: precious

骏: fine horse

启: start

辰: time, day 

(start of a new day)

English Name EVERUS BAOJUN VENUCIA

Group GAC, HONDA SAIC, GM DF, NISSAN

Logo

Conclusion

From this analysis, we conclude that only Venucia is showing innovation 

in its Chinese naming strategy. Baojun is stuck in mainstream practice 

and Everus looks like it has yet to choose a final name. These three names 

illustrate the complexity and uniqueness of the Chinese auto industry 

today.

Three Newly Born Auto Brand NamesFig.1
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Labbrand is an innovative agency that provides market and consumer
research, brand strategy, and creative services for brand equity enhancement

Located in Shanghai M50 Creative Industries Park and endowed with an 
international team of branding experts, Labbrand provides integrated brand
ing solutions to prestigious multinationals, as well as vigorous small and 
medium- sized companies both in China and on a global scale.

Our unique strength is that we put research, strategy, innovations and creativ
ity under the same roof. The result? Sound market understanding translated in
strategic thinking, expressed in creative design, and resulting in valuable 
identity building that effectively strengthen your brand equity.
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