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Words from the Editor

Dear Reader,

What are the challenges and opportunities in the perfume 
market in China? How should brands manage brand 
architecture strategy when extending from B2B to B2C? 
How to effectively incorporate Chinese elements in visual 
identity design? What are the naming strategies for 
American colleges?

This edition of LABReport will bring answers to all of 
these interesting questions. With methodical thinking and 
in-depth analysis, Labbrand’s branding experts bring you 
insightful articles on market research, brand strategy, and 
the creative aspects of branding.

As our regular readers know, LABReport provides valuable 
information to help build strong brands. Don’t forget to 
tune in to our blog, BrandSource, and follow us on Weibo, 
LinkedIn or Facebook for the most up-to-date analytical 
commentary on what brands are doing in China and 
abroad.

We hope you enjoy reading.

Vladimir Djurovic and the LABReport Team

labreport@labbrand.com
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BY KEVIN GENTLE

With the rise of disposable income and the development of a thriving consumer culture, spending on 

products related to personal appearance in China has skyrocketed over the last decade. This trend has 

impacted numerous categories such as fashion, hair care, beauty services and cosmetics. However, one 

product category appears to be getting less attention: fragrances. As more and more perfume brands 

are looking to tap the Chinese market’s growth potential, Labbrand decided to take a closer look at 

this market, analyzing its key drivers, understanding consumer perceptions and identifying major 

challenges for brands.

METHODOLOGY

50 face to face consumers interviews  
conducted in Shanghai:

18 men and 32 women
Average age of 28 for men  
and 25 for women

Online survey with 55 respondents:

20 men and 35 women
41 in Tier one cities and 14 in T2+  
(Tier 2 and beyond) cities
6 between 14-20 year old, 47 between 21-29 year 
old, 1 between 30-39 year old, 1 over 40 year old

Interviews with salespeople in department 
stores and specialized retailers Desktop research

Mystery shopping

The cosmetics and beauty care market as 
a whole has been booming and focuses on 
appearance borders on obsession for many 
consumers, the fragrance market has not 
partaken in the explosive growth.

KEY FIGuRES

Analysis of market figures raises certain contradictions. While the cosmetics 
and beauty care market as a whole has been booming and focuses on 
appearance borders on obsession for many consumers, the fragrance 
market has not partaken in the explosive growth and shows growth rates 
well below those for the global cosmetics/beauty care market (18.8% vs. 12% 
YOY growth in 2011). From 2012 to 2016, the market is expected to grow at 
an even slower (yet still healthy) pace of 8%, growing from 4.23 billion RMB 
to 6.24 billion RMB. Interestingly, we also see that while men’s cosmetics 
are a booming category, the share of men’s fragrance in the total market 
value is actually set to decline.

MARKET AND CONSuMER

In our view, the key reason behind the Chinese fragrance market’s 
comparatively weak growth can be found in Chinese consumers’ very 
pragmatic conception of beauty. Beauty is perceived as an asset, a tool that 
serves certain ends (getting a job, securing a promotion, attracting a good 
partner, etc.). As discretionary income rises, spending goes towards hair 
care and skin care products whose benefits are perceived as more tangible. 
Perfume on the other hand is not viewed as offering significant enough 
customer benefits to justify the (considerable given average income) 
expense. Discussions with customers on the ground confirm this relatively 
unclear perception of fragrances as a product category. In general, this 
could be because Chinese consumers have little known history of perfume 
use. As high-end fragrances are still a relatively new product category, 
especially in T2+ cities, product knowledge is still fairly limited. 

How Brands Can  
Jump-Start the Chinese 
Perfume Market
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However, since respondents were concentrated 
in younger, mid to high income groups we can 
reasonably assume that these figures are at 
least 10 percentage points lower for the general 
market. Amongst frequent perfume buyers, 
brand loyalty appears to be high with most 
people interviewed sticking to a same brand 
over time. A 29-year-old woman from Hangzhou 
told us that “There is no point of exploring other 
brands after you have found a satisfying brand. In 
my case, it’s Dior.” 

Drivers for purchase vary but gifting still plays 
a very important role in driving the market. 
Perfume is often used as an entry price point 
luxury gift that represents a safe choice because 
it carries the name of famous brands. During 
our field interviews we met 3 girls from a Tier 2 
city in Anhui who only purchased fragrances for 
gifting purposes. However new customers are 
more willing to consider perfume for themselves 
and future market growth will mostly come from 
purchases for self.

When being asked what concepts and ideas they 
link perfume to, the most common answers 
customers gave were taste and elegance. It is 
worth nothing that, 15% of the survey takers in 
T2+ cities linked perfume to social status while 
none of the respondents did so in T1 cities.  
In terms of differences in perceptions between 
genders, over 50% of men associated perfume 
with seduction while the proportion of women to 
do so is only 20%. 

When it comes to selecting perfume, about 
half the men surveyed will ask their friends 
or girlfriends for references, while 70% of the 
women think it is more of a personal choice. In 
face to face interviews, 50% of the girls said that 
their choice was already made before entering 
the shop and that fashion magazines and friends’ 
recommendations were the most important 
influencers.

Brands must also pay attention to typically local 
elements such as the “cute” (可爱) factor. Unlike 
in western markets, “cute” is an attribute sought 
even by women in their mid-20s and interviews 
with salespeople indicate that the search for 
“cuteness” often influences product selection. 
Another quintessentially local characteristic of 
the market can be found in regional differences 
in tastes. Women from western and southern 
regions for example are said to favor more fruity 
fragrances while women from the north may be 
more drawn towards herbal or mineral scents. 
Brands must go further in identifying these 
regional preferences and integrate them into 
their distribution strategy to ensure that product 
assortments match local expectations.

According to our online survey 
around 70% of the people in T1 
cities have purchased perfume 
over the past 6 months, 
whereas the number in T2+ 
cities falls to about 42%. 

How Brands Can Jump-Start the 
Chinese Perfume Market
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PRODuCTS

Due to limited product knowledge and the 
importance of gifting, Chinese consumers heavily 
favor fragrances from famous brand names. 
A look at top sales shows that the Top 10 best 
sellers are dominated by brands such as Dior, 
Chanel, Burberry or Hugo Boss who derive their 
brand equity from their other activities. Current 
consumption drivers and low product knowledge 
make it challenging for specialized fragrance 
brands to gain market share, although we believe 
that as the market matures in T1 cities and a new 
category of consumers more focused on self-
expression gains spending power, more niche 
brands will emerge.

In terms of the preferred type of fragrance, 
Chinese consumers overwhelmingly choose 
subtle, fresh fragrances (with some regional 
differences as mentioned above). Over 50% of 
online survey takers declared preferring casual 
and fresh scents while only 3% ticked “strong, 
intense fragrances”. A 32-year-old native 
Shanghainese man confessed that intense 
fragrances on women make him nauseous and 
that he prefers lighter scents that he believes 
better convey the elegance and cuteness 
associated with femininity in China. When 
choosing fragrances for themselves, men are 
drawn towards fragrances with a “clean” feeling. 
Much like what we see in the beauty care sector 
as a whole, fragrances are not supposed to 
make the user stand out through bold statements 
of originality. 

In terms of the preferred type 
of fragrance,  
Chinese consumers 
overwhelmingly choose  
subtle, fresh fragrances.

DISTRIBuTION

Without a doubt one of the greatest obstacles 
in the way of the development of the Chinese 
fragrance market is distribution. Fragrance is 
a category for which an on-site or in person 
experience is important, especially in relatively 
immature markets such as China where retail 
operations and information are crucially 
important in building product knowledge and 
driving discovery. However in China, retail 
networks are scattered with very few specialized 
retailers and an over-reliance on department 
stores. This environment makes it difficult for 
brands to control product assortment, carry out 
point of sale operations and achieve high market 
coverage across city tiers.

Field research conducted by Labbrand confirms 
these challenges and shows that even in 
Shanghai, most points of distribution carry few 
brands and that those who do often offer poor 
experiences. There are few places that offer 
both a quality shopping experience and a large 
selection of products from different brands at 
different price points. Thus, opportunities for 
discovery through retail are currently limited.

How Brands Can Jump-Start the 
Chinese Perfume Market
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This lack of communication localization is probably best reflected in the 
very feeble Chinese digital presence of global fragrance brands whose 
presence on local social media platforms in particular is either minimal or 
non-existent.

Given the unique challenges fragrance brands face in the Chinese market 
and Chinese people’s unique perception of beauty, we believe that brands 
should go much further in localizing their communication strategies, 
focusing on education about the product and how to use it, establishing a 
better local digital presence and framing the products benefits in ways that 
are more locally relevant.

On the communication front, perfume brands do not 
appear to be localizing their marketing strategies for 
the Chinese market. Ads and communication material 
are mostly just translations of global campaigns.

OuR RECOMMENDATIONS:

Solve the issue of retail: As long as the problem of retail remains, it will be hard for the market 
to truly take off. Brands must address this issue by taking control of their China distribution and 
collaborating more closely with established chains to ensure optimal market coverage. They must also 
be more ambitious in creating innovative in-store operations that can drive first-time purchase and 
introduce the brand to a larger audience. E-commerce if used wisely can also be used to create quality 
shopping experiences and reach out to consumers in T2+ cities (see below). 

Educate: Along with retail, customer education is the main drag on brand performance in the market. 
The challenge for brands is to go beyond the perception of perfume as a generic entry level luxury 
good, creating a real culture around the product, promoting more frequent use and embedding it 
more deeply into local habits. This effort will require considerable investment in the form of rich, 
localized brand content and special retail operations but is a necessary pre-condition to future market 
development. 

use digital: Perfume brands are currently in a situation where they must generate exposure to drive 
product knowledge and brand awareness. This objective can be attained for a limited price through 
well designed digital campaigns that leverage social media. Moreover, digital can be used to better 
personalize brand messages and inject a social component into the purchasing process. As such it is a 
very relevant channel for a product that has heavy links to personality and for which the purchasing 
process and motivations for use are very social. Digital can also be used to drive education on a 
broad scale through engaging online content. Finally, e-commerce can be part of the solution to the 
problems posed by poor retail networks. Through a quality, well localized e-commerce presence, 
brands can reach out to a broader audience, especially in T2+ cities where retail networks are lacking 
and e-commerce plays a strong role on consumption habits.

REFERENCES 

Market information taken from Euromonitor’s “Fragrances in China” May 2012 report.

How Brands Can Jump-Start the 
Chinese Perfume Market



| 1312
 aaaaa     

When a highly competitive market is gradually 
saturated, most enterprises hope to extend their 
brands into new segments. The growth of China’s 
economy and the average consumer’s purchasing 
power enable it to became an attractive market 
for brands, especially B2B (business to business) 
brands who have never shared the cake before. 

A friend, Xu Hua (pseudonym), is considering 
buying a cost-effective cellphone from a Chinese 
domestic brand. He decides to choose Huawei 
after comparing with other domestic brands, even 
though he knew that Huawei had just recently 
entered the personal mobile communication 
market. The reason is quite simple: his company 
had already used Huawei’s B2B products, 
and these products are reliable in quality and 
reasonable in price. His instinct told him that he 
could enjoy the same experience from Huawei’s 
cellphone since it’s from the same brand. This 
example is an illustration of using appropriate 
brand architecture for brands to succeed when 
extending from the B2B to B2C (business to 
customer) market.

According to recent data, in the first quarter of 
2012, Huawei’s market share in China’s personal 
mobile industry has exceeded Nokia for the first 
time and ascended to second place just after 
Samsung. In the global cellphone market, Huawei 
is now 8th in sales volume. This performance is 
astonishing for a brand that did not enter the 
smartphone segment until 2009. Huawei’s brand 
architecture strategy is undoubtedly credited with 
the success in winning end users’ acceptance in 
such a short time. 

When a brand extends from B2B to B2C 
business, brand architecture plays a crucial role. 
Sometimes, the impact on consumers is beyond 
any other factors. In the past two years, several 
B2B enterprises have asked professional branding 
consultancies for help. They all have outstanding 
achievements in the B2B segment, but when 
considering getting involved in the B2C segment, 
they are widely concerned about one key issue of 
brand strategy: how to deal with the relationship 
between their B2C brand (expecting brand) and 
B2B brand (existing brand) ?

BY Feifei XU & Mark ZHU

A company’s brand architecture is often referred 
as the “face” of its overall branding strategy 
because it should constantly match and support 

the company’s strategy. Nowadays the most 
common types of brand architectures are 
Branded House, House of Brands and Hybrid. 

THREE COMMON TYPES OF BRAND ARCHITECTuRE 

Diagram 1

In essence, it is not whether one architecture 
type is better than the other one. For B2B brands 
who want to extend to B2C, we need to focus on 
how to create mutual synergies and accumulate 

positive brand equity to both B2B and B2C brands. 
Obviously, Huawei chose the Branded House type 
to manage its B2C brand. What factors should we 
consider before making these decisions? 

BY FEIFEI Xu & MARK ZHu

How to Manage 
Architecture Strategy 
When Extending from B2B 
to B2C

Branded House: all sub-
brands use the same master 
brand and only differentiate 
in their descriptions.  
Eg. Google

House of Brands: consist 
of various brands, each 
sub-brand operates 
independently and 
obtain seperate market 
share and profits.  
Eg. Procter & Gamble

Hybrid: Some companies 
combine the two types 
mentioned above, such as 
Coca Cola and GE. This type 
enjoys the advantages of 
both; however it requires 
higher brand management 
standards and more 
resource inputs. 

House of Brands HybridBranded House

books

groups

videos

maps

translate
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THE ESSENTIAL DIFFERENCES BETWEEN 
B2B AND B2C INDuSTRY

 
On the industry level, B2B enterprises often 
compete with only dozens of or even fewer 
competitors. They can rely on several “star” 
clients and occupy a space in the industry 
by mastering certain core technologies or 
social connections. As a result, their profit 
margins are comparatively objective. However, 
B2C enterprises are faced with multiple 
competitions from all levels – their core 
competitiveness varies; yet, they have to depend 
on end customers to keep sustain profits and 
developments. 

On the decision level, the key distinction 
between B2B and B2C is their decision-making 
process. We can understand more clearly by 
imagining the differentiated process for Huawei 
to sell a 3G communication base station unit 
(B2B) and a cellphone (B2C). B2B business 
involves in more than 10 decision 

nodes and several departments and decision-
influencers. From finding out clients’ needs to 
handing over final deliverables, the entire process 
probably lasts a few months. In contrast, it 
perhaps only takes 5 minutes for a consumer to 
buy a cellphone from the display window. In B2B 
business, rational demands are dominant; the 
key issue is to solve practical problems. In some 
situations, due to the money and responsibility 
involved with big B2B transactions, the results 
of the decisions will directly influence the 
decision-makers’ career life. Comparatively 
speaking, B2C business contains more perceptual 
elements to attract consumers and generates 
impulse spending, so the effect of the “brand” 
far surpasses the one in B2B decision-making 
process. In addition, the decision time in B2C 
transactions determined that the rate of losing 
potential sales is much faster than B2B. Thus, 
it is crucial to constantly monitor customer 
satisfaction in the B2C segment.

Then on the target customer level, employees 
from B2B enterprises can visit their clients one by 
one, similar to distinguished guests in restaurants 
– you always know where they are. You could go 
communicate with them and conduct products 
education at your wills. The circumstances in B2C 
business are the opposite. Similar to buyers in a 
bazaar, consumers keep walking around randomly 
and you will never know where exactly to find 
them. Moreover, their appeals are complicated 
and ambiguous. Therefore, the communication 
methods in B2C are widely different from the 
ones in B2B business. Before they are being put 
into practices, one should forecast the effects 
to avoid unnecessary wastes. On the other side, 
the pressure of protecting brands in B2C industry 
increases, Word of mouth is like water – it can 
carry a boat as well as overturn it. 

Finally on the brand contact level, besides 
products and services themselves, the most vital 
brand contact point in B2B business is people. 
Clients get to know and perceive brands by 
interacting with people. They tend to think that if 
the salesmen they met with are professional, the 
brand they represent is professional. However, 
brand contact points in B2C are more diverse. 
From salesmen’s clothing to the store layout, 
from advertisement to familiar scent, all these 
can become contact points to improve brand 
experience. This characteristic proposes more 

demands on brand management – it needs actual 
brand implementation and management system 
instead of simple regulations on paper. 

All the differences remind us that it is not easy 
to extend from B2B business to B2C. Companies 
not only need to change their original brand 
management methods and probe into end-
users’ requirements and expectations, but also 
need to study the pros and cons of various 
communication channels and improve all brand 
contact points. As for brand architecture, the 
heart of the matter is how the B2B brand’s 
success and accumulated brand equity can 
influence the B2C brand? Before answering this 
question, we should clarify in advance what 
brand equity we have already built up in the B2B 
market and which part of it we actually need in 
the B2C market. Only by comparing these two 
situations can we pick up the most appropriate 
type of brand architecture to ensure the optimal 
developments of both brands. Huawei, putting 
this theory into practice, conducted brand equity 
research and customers research so as to help 
them work out the brand architecture strategy. 

B2C business contains more perceptual elements to attract 
consumers and generates impulse spending, so the effect 
of the “brand” far surpasses the one in B2B decision-making 
process.

How to Manage Architecture Strategy
When Extending from B2B to B2C
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COMPREHENSIVE BRAND ARCHITECTuRE ASSESSMENTS 
CONTRIBuTING TO MAKING EFFICIENT DECISIONS

In order to better understand the brand 
architecture strategy evaluation, we could 
probe into Huawei’s case again. On the business 
level, Huawei’s leaders repeatedly emphasize 
that mobile terminal is the core of their future 
development. Their strong technical competence 
and executive force also guarantee the resource 
needed for the B2C brand. On the brand level, 
just like Xu Hua, most people believe that 
Huawei is strong in technology development and 
the company can provide trustworthy quality 
assurance. These attributes are the important 
brand equity that accumulated through Huawei’s 
B2B growth and will benefit their next step into 
the B2C segment. 
  
On the customer level, a Branded House 
architecture might take less time to leave a good 
impression among B2C consumers; the growth 
with B2C development might also positively 
impact its B2B segment. Under this scenario, 
Huawei’s choice of adopting the Branded 
House architecture is suitable and beneficial to 
both segments. However, we can also see the 

limitations of this brand architecture strategy. 
Huawei is known for being “low-key” and 
“distant”, which might not easily win customers’ 
hearts. Moreover, its proud cost-effectiveness 
and practicability in B2B might be regarded as 
“cheapness” in B2C. In the B2C segment, Huawei 
need to work on how to re-focus the brand 
towards the higher-end of the market to obtain 
high premium as well as how to connect with 
consumers.  
Extending from B2C to B2C will be a key trend 
for companies. It is believed that the trend of 
the development of B2B enterprises is to extend 
their tentacles to B2C industry. Among the 
significant transition, the brand architecture 
strategy can never be negligible. A reasonable 
and clear architecture is able to optimize resource 
input, increase communication efficiency, clarify 
one’s own position and acquire perceptions 
of the customers. Most importantly, it helps 
capture customers’ hearts the moment they 
make decisions, which is the brand architecture’s 
biggest contribution to a brand.

The selection of an optimal brand architecture 
strategy is based on brand equity research, 
consumer insights and the industry characteristics 
mentioned above. 
To reach the final selection, we also need to 
conduct a comprehensive strategy evaluation 

(See Diagram 2) from the business, brands, and 
customers’ points of view.  

After a brand architecture strategy type is initially 
selected, brands need to evaluate this strategy 
with the following questions in mind. 

How to Manage Architecture Strategy
When Extending from B2B to B2C

品牌
Brand

客户
Customer

业务  
Business
与战略匹配是否能支持公司
战略？
是否加强或者发挥已有的核心能力

品牌资产
是否能有效保护现有品牌(B2B)资
产？是否能创造出新的品牌资产？

客户认知
是不是能使得现有客户和潜在客户
对各个品牌更为清晰的了解？
是否适用于多种类型的客户群？

灵活性？
是否能使得组织对于市场的变化保
持足够的反应能力?

品牌定位与联想
是否符合公司品牌定位和品牌应有
的联想？

客户期待
在现有的情况下，是否满足客户对
品牌或者需求的期待？

应用性
从现有组织能力而言，是否足够的
执行力？

品牌协同
各个品牌之间创造出有效的协同
性？

市场适用性
是否有能力服务于不同的市场的不
同客户？

财务
是否能保持低风险的情况下还能有
效地支持品牌发展？

Matching the strategy
Does it support the company’s 
strategy?
Does it leverage or enhance the 
existing core competence?

Brand equity
Does it manage to protect existing 
brand (B2B) equity?
Does it create new brand equity? 

Customer perception
Does it enable existing and 
potential customers to have clearer 
understandings to various brands?  
Does it work well with various to 
customer groups?

Flexibility
Does this approach enable the 
organization to react to changing 
market conditions?

Brand positioning and brand 
association
Does it correspond to the existing brand 
positioning and expected association?

Customer expectation
Does it meet customers’ expectations of 
the brands and their needs?

Applicability
Does the existing organization have 
sufficient execution force?

Brand synergy
Do different brands create effective 
synergies?

Market feasibility
Is it able to serve different clients in 
different markets?

Finance
Does it effectively support the 
development of the brand at low risks?

Diagram 2
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For the past few years, the media and information 
industry has experienced unprecedented 
transformation, changing traditional values 
and breaking old boundaries in arts. In certain 
occasions, Chinese elements faded from the 
daily life of Chinese people, there seemed to be 
less awareness of, and less affinity with these 
important aspects of Chinese culture. On the 
other hand, some brand designs in China are 
influenced by western ideas; modern Chinese 
designers became more accustomed to Western 
design elements and techniques of expression, 
overlooking the use of local expressions.

For those designs that incorporate Chinese 
elements by calling on traditional features, they 
often fail to utilize innovative approaches that 
are the spirit of today’s markets. Designers should 
not mechanically copy and imitate design forms. 
Carelessly using Chinese calligraphy or duplicating 
traditional Chinese shading could make the 

overall design appear outdated or unattractive. 
Not only do such practices fail to promote the 
brand, but they also make the design neither 
modern nor traditional, delivering inappropriate 
or even incorrect brand messages that are subject 
to misinterpretation.  

In Japan, some designers have used cultural 
elements in innovative ways. The Umeda Hospital 
signage system by design master Kenyahara is an 
example of the fusion of traditional and modern 
in oriental design. Bright red signage symbols 
were printed on the white floors, typical of 
Japanese expressions as is seen on the Japanese 
flag for example. Additionally, clean and washable 
white linen (made from the fibers of the flax 
plant), is used for signage symbols as Japan has 
a long history in flax plantation and weaving. 
The font, color and material of the signage 
design complement one another. This modern 
design delivered rich and consistent cultural 
connotations and impressions. 

Chinese Elements in 
Visual Design: Innovation 
Through Mix and Match
BY JOHNSON Gu

Chinese elements are easily recognizable, 
highly differentiated, and connected to cultural 
characteristics. They are signified in arts, ideology, 
lifestyle, and more. Some of the most famous 
Chinese elements that are renowned worldwide 
include Chinese ink brush paintings, Chinese 

calligraphy, and blue and white porcelain. 
Acclaimed for their originality and creativity, 
Chinese elements have indeed influenced the 
perception of China on the world stage.

Chinese Ink Brush Painting Blue and White Porcelain Umeda Hospital Signage Design
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In the 21st Century, people started to pay more attention to how to best represent Chinese elements, 
generating a new buzz. Many Chinese companies realized that effectively incorporating Chinese 
elements would not make their overall image appear old-fashioned; instead, it would be enhanced 
by incorporating unique Chinese aesthetics. This is especially applicable to those brands that need to 
emphasize their Chinese identity. Designers must re-design and innovate to give Chinese elements a 
new life. 

Hong Kong designer Alan Chan has long been promoting the philosophy of “Oriental Passion, Western 
Harmony” and “Merging the Chinese and Western elements”. This philosophy is magnified in many 
of the posters he designed through modern expression techniques. Additionally, the inventive use 
of Chinese elements in the logo of Bank of China designed by Mr. Kan Tai Keung integrated the 
historical and the present. In the overall composition, the Chinese character Zhong (中) was engraved 
in the center of a traditional Chinese coin, with the vertical stroke in Zhong      (中) representing an 
auspicious ribbon. The logo, unique and modern, delivered a unique Chinese flavor. This approach was 
so impressive that later logo designs in the China banking industry took a copycat approach in using 
the traditional Chinese coin element. 

Traditional Chinese Coin Bank of China Logo Design

Other Chinese Banks’ Logo Designs

Chinese Elements in Visual Design: 
Innovation through Mix and Match
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2) Look for opportunities to mix and match in 
design. 

Although innovation and creativity can come 
from many sources, one interesting and effective  
method is mixing and matching different 
elements or styles together to realize a new 
design approach. This also applies to the 
incorporation of Chinese elements into brand 
design. Stiffly incorporating traditional elements 
would only make brand image outdated. 
Therefore, the unification of different expression 
forms has the potential to bring a fresh breeze  
to a category or industry. 

The packaging design of the Oriental Leaves 
tea drinks expressed Chinese charm in both the 
bottle and the label designs—not just a simple 

duplication of Chinese elements. The packaging 
abandoned the commonly-seen round bottles. 
Instead, the designers focused on the “upright” 
concept in Chinese culture by creating a classical 
and solid square-shaped bottle that perfectly 
expressed the historical touch of tea. In the label 
design, the designers used Chinese elements 
such as the traditional merchant ship, jasmine 
flowers and temples and enhanced these 
elements with illustration techniques used in 
Japan. In combination with computer effects, 
the packaging design is filled with classical 
beauty and modern taste. The Oriental Leaves 
brand quickly gained popularity after launch 
and successfully stood out from competition 
in a crowded category. Consumers can easily 
differentiate the Oriental Leaves tea drinks 
because of the design.

The successful incorporation of Chinese elements 
into brand design will undoubtedly help Chinese 
brands to establish a distinctive brand image. In 
order to do so, brands need to look into the roots 
of Chinese elements. 

Beijing 2008 Olympics  
Torch Design

Oriental Leaves Bottle Design

Chinese Elements in Visual Design: 
Innovation through Mix and Match

Therefore, under the circumstances identified 
above, how should designers apply Chinese 
elements creatively and innovatively? 

1) Pay attention to the combination of the 
connotation and form of Chinese elements, 
instead of applying them arbitrarily. 

A good brand design needs to possess and 
visualize brand identity and the brand’s core idea. 
A simply nice-looking design that lacks meaning 
cannot win customers; instead, it may cause 
ambiguity. When using Chinese elements, the 
story is the same. Key considerations include: 
refining the connotation of Chinese elements, 
analyzing the target market, understanding 
whether or not customers could correctly 
interpret that connotation, choosing the right 
media, etc.  

The design of the 2008 Beijing Olympics 
Games torch incorporated Chinese elements 
successfully. The use of the cloud pattern showed 
Chinese people’s longing for auspiciousness and 
expressed their wishes for the Games. At the 
same time, the cloud pattern complemented the 
overall paper scroll design. With the embossment 
allowing the shapes to stand out (known as 
basso-relievo in sculpture), this design effectively 
integrated the form and the connotation of 
Chinese elements into one. 
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NAME ANALYSIS

Mount Holyoke College(曼荷莲学院/霍山学院)    
& Bryn Mawr College (博懋学院/布林茅尔学院)

Mount Holyoke College was established in 
1837 and is the oldest among the Seven Sisters 
Colleges. The English name originated from the 
nearby mountain Mount Holyoke in South Hadley. 
Bryn Mawr College was founded in 1885 and it 
was named after the town in which it is located. 
In fact, the name “Bryn Mawr” is Welsh and it 
means “high hills”. Many US colleges acquired 
their names through association with their 
geographical locations. However, place names 
may bring little meaning to the international 
audience, except sounding foreign. For both 
colleges, one of their two commonly used Chinese 
names is more or less a direct translation of 
the name of a place. “霍山” and “布林茅尔” as 
names for academic institutions may create little 
sense of relatedness to the Chinese audience. 
On the other hand, the names “曼荷莲” and “博
懋” represent a more effective naming strategy. 
Both of them share phonetic similarities with 
the original English names, with added semantic 
meanings. Both “曼荷莲” and Mount Holyoke have 
three syllables, therefore phonetics “曼” usually 
goes with the word “曼妙” in Chinese, which has 
the meaning of graceful, soft, or long, often used 

 

Chinese Naming  
of US Colleges
BY JENNIFER JIANG

The US has now become the top study-abroad 
destination for Chinese students—many of whom 
go directly for undergraduate studies and some 
even leave at a younger age for high school. 
According to the “2010 Open Doors Report” 
published by the US Embassy in China, Chinese 
students represented around 18% of the total 
number of international students in US colleges 
and universities that year. Having surpassed 
India, China is now the “leading source” of foreign 
students in the US. 

The other notable trend that accompanies the 
popularity of studying abroad in the States is 
the increasing awareness of liberal arts colleges 

(LACs) among Chinese students and parents. 
Known for their compactness, LACs offer top-
class undergraduate education with the focus 
on fostering a well-rounded personality and 
developing an inquiring mindset. For these 
educational institutions, their Chinese names 
have the potential to contribute to their 
notability. The Chinese names give Chinese 
parents and students a first impression as 
they start their college search. To compare the 
differences in the Chinese naming of the LACs, we 
have picked the renowned Seven Sisters Colleges 
that currently only admit female students to 
illustrate their strategies. 

Seven Sisters College 
English Names Chinese Names* Pinyin Type of Naming 

Strategy

Mount Holyoke College 曼荷莲学院/霍山学院
màn hé lián/
huò shān

音译/语义

Bryn Mawr College 博懋学院/布林茅尔学院
bó mào/
bù lín máo ěr

音译/语义

Wellesley College 威尔斯利学院 wēi ěr sī lì 音译

Smith College 史密斯学院 shi mì sī 音译

Barnard College 芭娜德学院 bā nà dé 音译

*Note that the Chinese names mentioned here are the most well-known  
and popular translations found on the Internet. 

to describe the elegance of women. “荷” and “莲” 
both mean lotus, with the connotation of purity 
and nobility. Putting these words together in 
Chinese, one can easily associate the name with 
an established women’s college. In fact, “曼荷莲” 
also have implications in Buddhism. In Sanskrit, “
曼” is man’s soul and spirit representing the state 
of mind. Lotuses, grown from muddy water, are 
Buddha’s enthronement thus they represent 
Buddhism in many Asian countries. Interpreted 
as one phrase, “曼荷莲” is a mental state whereby 
lotuses blossom. Indeed, one does not know 
whether the connotation in Buddhism was 
created intentionally or not. Nevertheless, the 
name stands out in the sense that it successfully 
conveys the unique characteristics of the Mount 
Holyoke College’s positioning as a leading 
women’s college. 
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For Bryn Mawr College, the story is somewhat 
more complicated. Because of its Welsh origin, 
picking a Chinese name is no easy task. The 
name “博懋” came into being after rounds 
of brainstorming and discussion with the 
stakeholders of Bryn Mawr College. “博” means 
knowledgeable, profound, or abundant. “懋” 
is not a commonly seen Chinese character 
in the sense that one does not use it often in 
everyday conversation and writing. “懋” has 
multiple meanings such as grand, hard-working, 
or to encourage. As a whole, this Chinese 
name portrays the educational philosophy and 
student personality at Bryn Mawr College. Even 
though the choice of the character “懋” remains 
debatable,

Bryn Mawr College manages 
to distinguish itself from many 
other liberal arts colleges with 
a Chinese name that does not 
necessarily sound feminine. 

Chinese Naming of US Colleges

Wellesley College (威尔斯利学院), Smith College (史密斯学院) and Barnard College (芭娜德学院) 

The Chinese names of the remaining sisters (Wellesley College, Smith College and Barnard College) 
all use transliteration. Wellesley stemmed from a town’s name; Smith is a common family name in 
the US; Barnard was the last name of the President of the then Columbia College (now Columbia 
University). These colleges have Chinese names that closely follow the English pronunciation. Their 
intactness could be partially attributable to the subtleness of translating western family names into 
Chinese in addition to reluctance to alter place names. After all, relying simply on transliteration may 
well serve the goal of being known as a western academic institution. 

CONCLuSION

The Seven Sisters Colleges represent only a snapshot of the many US educational institutions that 
actively recruit students from China. Regardless of what naming strategies that have been used for 
their Chinese names, liberal arts colleges are becoming increasingly known among Chinese students 
and parents. It is interesting to note that colleges did not necessarily create their own Chinese names 
by themselves. 

Most of the time, they do not even know who chose the specific characters in their Chinese names. 
In essence, though US colleges and universities can also be regarded as foreign brands, they do not 
always have the privilege to decide what they are called in other languages. If a US college were 
to proactively develop a Chinese brand name it would allow them to have control over their brand 
identity and the related perceptions for a very important target audience. 



| 2928
 aaaaa     

Labbrand is the leading China based branding consultancy that provides market and 
consumer research, brand strategy, and creative services to develop and manage 
successful brands. With headquarters in Shanghai M50 Creative Industries Park and 
featuring an international team of market research and branding experts, Labbrand 
combines creative and scientific methods to inspire, guide, measure and create local 
and global branding practices. 

朗标是一家根植中国的领先品牌咨询公司，为客户提供包括市场和消
费者研究，品牌策略以及创意服务的综合性品牌解决方案，帮助打造
和管理成功的品牌。朗标总部设在上海的M50创意园区，拥有国际
化的市场调研及品牌建设专家团队。结合创意和科学，朗标启发、引
导、创建并评估兼顾本土化与国际化的品牌实践。

About Us Our Services



Shanghai Office

M50 Creative Industries Park | Building 7 - Unit 202
50 Moganshan Road | Shanghai | 200060 | China

Tel:  86 21 6298 8956
Fax: 86 21 6298 0775

labbrand.com


