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 Abstract 
  
 
Background: The emergence of global markets has created new hurdles for managers of 

international companies, yet provided with opportunities to take advantage of 
country of origin and transmit product information via “Made in” label. For 
many years China has been perceived negatively for a number of reason, 
though Chinese cosmetics is a new venture for the emerging economy. 

Purpose: The purpose of this study is to widen the current knowledge of country of 
origin in the cosmetics industry. The aim was to explore the underlying reasons 
in the attitude formation of female European millennials towards country of 
origin of China with regard to cosmetics industry. 

Method: Focus group discussions have been chosen as the most appropriate research 
method to fulfil the purpose of the study. Three focus groups consisted of 
female European millennials were conducted during which the visual aids were 
shown in order to contribute to answering research questions. A deductive 
content analysis was used to analyse the data obtained. 

Conclusion: The results of this study revealed that the attitudes held by female European 
millennials towards cosmetics made in China are more negatively due to a weak 
product-country image, with some exceptions.  This is consistent with previous 
studies that China’s country of origin is still perceived as unfavourable. 
However, new insights have been discovered that respondents do not perceive 
any country as having a superior expertise in cosmetics, except of France. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Background 

Globalization embodies the increasing number of challenges and opportunities for international 

marketing managers. The trade barriers have been removed, encouraging companies to enter new 

markets. Consequently, the consumers are tackled by the vast product choice there has ever been, 

contributing to the changing criteria of purchasing decisions (Rebufet, Loussaief & Bacoue ̈l-Jentjens, 

2015). 

  

For several decades, the outlook towards goods originating from foreign countries has been an interest 

of international business and academics of consumer behaviour. In the global context, it is relevant to 

question the importance of country of origin as an influencing factor to consumer decision making 

processes (Maronick, 2015), and consumer behaviour in the international market (Nagashima, 1970). 

In a comprehensive sense, country of origin is defined as the stereotypical perception of products and 

brands that consumers attach to a particular country (Nagashima, 1970). Additionally, previous 

research has discovered that country of origin can impact beliefs about product attributes that 

subsequently influence product choice (Bilkey & Nes, 1982; Roth & Romeo, 1992; Granzin & Olsen, 

1998), and works as a predictor of quality and performance (Batra, Ramaswamy, Alden, Steenkamp & 

Ramachander, 2000; Kaynak, Kucukemiroglu & Hyder, 2000; Tjandra, Omar & Ensor, 2015). 

Controversially, a couple of recent studies have found that country of origin is losing its importance 

over product judgement with regard to other product information available such as brand or price 

(Zdravkovic, 2013; Maronick, 2015). 

 

The emergence of global markets has created new hurdles for international managers, yet exciting 

opportunities to gain competitive advantage within multinational production. The construct of 

country of origin has been decomposed as the current concept of the product has become scattered 

over multiple territories, depending where it has been designed, manufactured, assembled (Rebufet et 

al., 2015) and branded (Srinivasan, Jain & Sikand, 2004). Companies began to possess more control 

over deciding the roots of the product and determining the product’s country of origin (Brodowsky, 

Tan & Meilich, 2004). On the contrary, it has become a struggle for consumers to understand such 

dispersed origin information to make a purchase decision solely based on the country of origin effect, 

which is referred as the “Made in” label (Bilkey & Nes, 1982). 

 

Studies in the past have mostly acknowledged the country of origin effect in developed countries (see 

literature review by Dinnie, 2004), leaving the scientific material on emerging internationalization of 

Chinese companies in scarce (Usunier, 2006; Kreppel & Holtbru ̈gge, 2012). In contrast, some studies 
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did the opposite - explored how imported products are perceived in China (Zhang, 1996; Chan, Cui 

& Zhou, 2009; Li, Yang, Wang & Lei, 2012). Prior research has revealed that country of origin effect 

of Chinese products in foreign markets are perceived negatively in terms of perceived product quality 

(Schniederjans, Cao & Olson, 2004; Wu & Fu, 2007), perceived product attractiveness (Kaynak & 

Kucukemiroglu, 2001; Kreppel & Holtbrugge, 2012;) and country image (Chao, Wu ̈hrer & Werani, 

2005; Giraldi, Ikeda & Campomar, 2011). Nevertheless, in recent years, research has displayed the 

turning point of how Chinese production is being viewed. The latest studies demonstrate the switch 

from symbolic image of poor manufacturing and low quality (Jiabao, 2013) into more favourable 

country image, leading to more positive perception of product quality (Maronick, 2015; Yunus & 

Rashid, 2016). Additionally, the country of origin literature suggest the approach of consumer 

ethnocentrism to be one of the variables for investigating country of origin phenomena (Yagci, 2001). 

It has been an interest of academics to investigate technology, automotive, food, home appliance 

industries that originate in China. Yet the research on country of origin of China with regard to the 

cosmetics industry has been neglected.  

 

Some Chinese domestic brands have the potential to become more competitive in international 

markets, especially Shanghai Jahwa and Marubi - the key players in the Chinese cosmetics industry 

(China Chamber of Commerce Netherlands, 2016). For instance, Shanghai Jahwa crossed the local 

borders and expanded to the European market with one of its cosmetics lines Herborist. Through a 

joint venture with French cosmetics retailer Sephora, Shanghai Jahwa was able to sell its products in 

France (Chang, 2013), and since then expanded across Europe (Efstathiou, 2015). Therefore, this 

research aims to reveal the potential of Chinese cosmetic companies to penetrate the European 

markets.  

1.2 Research Problem 

As mentioned earlier, there is an extensive amount of studies about country of origin effect of China 

(Kaynak & Kucukemiroglu, 2001; Schniederjans et al., 2004; Chao et al., 2005; Wu & Fu, 2007; Giraldi 

et al., 2011; Kreppel & Holtbru ̈gge, 2012). A study from 2007 examined how the export of Western 

cosmetics influence the consumption behaviour of women in China (Hopkins, 2007). Yet, the research 

topic on how country of origin effect is perceived in the European market with regard to Chinese 

cosmetic products has been forsaken. Additionally, research conducted by Rebufet et al. (2015) 

investigated how country of origin effect of France is perceived by consumers outside France, but 

from the viewpoint of French cosmetics professionals. Since the same authors proposed to conduct 

further research on other country of origin in the cosmetics market to enable a comparison with 

country of origin of France, one of the objectives for this study is to broaden current knowledge on 

the relevance of country of origin in the cosmetics industry. Considering the best knowledge that the 
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authors of this study had obtained after a thorough literature review and frame of reference, it was 

decided to contribute to academic literature by accumulating insights on how European consumers 

perceive Chinese cosmetics. 

  

Statistics showed that the European cosmetics and personal care market is the largest in the world 

valued at €77 billion in 2015 (L’Oréal, 2015). As of 2013, millennials accounted for 24 per cent of the 

adult population in the 28-member European Union (Stokes, 2015). Additionally, millennials are 

hunters for the best value for money and lower-end goods (Euromonitor, 2015). Since the European 

cosmetics market is the largest cosmetics market in the world (Cosmetics Europe-The Personal Care 

Association, 2016), there is a great potential to increase the presence of Chinese cosmetics companies 

in Europe. As they have already entered the European market, Chinese companies still face challenges 

in conducting business in global markets. Chinese companies seek to be viewed as a competitive 

industry player but it is believed that lack of experience in understanding the consumers’ taste, 

preferences and habits in foreign markets has been a managerial failure (Leonidou, Palihawadana & 

Talias, 2007). Therefore, it would be beneficial for marketers from Chinese cosmetics companies to 

attain a deeper understanding concerning the perception of Chinese cosmetic products in the 

European market to develop suitable market communication and entry strategies. 

1.3 Research Purpose 

The purpose of this research is to explore attitudes held by female millennials in Europe towards 

country of origin of China in the cosmetics industry. In addition to the purpose, this research study 

aims to identify the underlying reasons and influencing factors of how country of origin effect shape 

consumers’ attitudes towards cosmetic products that originate in China. Further, the objective of the 

study is to deliver managerial insights for both Chinese cosmetic companies seeking to expand to the 

European markets and cosmetic retailers. 

1.4 Research Questions 

To clarify the purpose of the research and to approach it in a structured way, following questions were 

developed and serve as guidelines. 

 

Main research question: 

  

What are the attitudes of millennials towards cosmetic products which are made in China? 
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Sub-questions that supports the main research question: 

  

1.   What are the most important criteria of European consumers when selecting a beauty 

product? 

2.   How does the product-country image of China contribute to perceptions and attitude 

formation towards cosmetics made in China? 

3.   How is country of origin related to consumer ethnocentrism and purchase intention 

towards cosmetics made in China? 

 

Based on the previous research and frame of reference discussed in following chapters, the research 

questions are answered by the empirical research. It was decided to conduct focus group interviews 

as a qualitative data collection method to gain insights about European millennials ‘attitudes, 

perceptions and purchase intentions.                                                              

1.5 Contribution                                                      

This study contributes to academic literature of country of origin effect in the cosmetics industry. 

Since previous studies found inconsistency within perception towards country of origin effect of 

China in various product categories, in which the perception was mainly negative, this study will shed 

the light on Chinese cosmetics industry. Moreover, the objective in this study has been to provide 

detailed insights into the attitudes of millennials in Europe towards Chinese cosmetic products. As 

the authors of this study were inspired by the research of Rebufet et al. (2015), this study not only 

contributes to extend existing knowledge of country of origin in the cosmetics industry but also 

provide a fundamental basis for future research. With this study the authors aim to motivate other 

researchers to invest towards establishing a more comprehensive view of the relevance of country of 

origin in the cosmetics market. 

                                                                                                          

Additionally, this study supports marketers of Chinese cosmetics companies and European retailers 

by providing knowledge on ways of how Chinese cosmetics can be marketed to increase the perceived 

attractiveness of it to European millennials. By understanding the underlying reasons of millennial 

consumers’ attitudes, marketers of Chinese cosmetic companies can utilize the insights to develop a 

better market entry strategy for the European market. In addition, it will not only be beneficial for 

Chinese cosmetic companies who pursue international expansion, but it would also aid companies 

who already have entered the European market and European beauty retailers.    
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1.6 Delimitations                                                    

There are a few delimitations that have to be identified. Firstly, as country of origin phenomenon 

contains multiple variations, the authors of this study chose to investigate the effect as of “Made in 

China” in a broad sense, disregarding the country of design, country of assembly, country of brand, 

and country of manufacture dimensions (Srinivasan et al., 2004; Rebufet et al., 2015). Secondly, the 

study focused solely on the beauty industry and implications are adapted to both Chinese cosmetic 

companies and European retailers. Thirdly, the research is delimited to millennial females, as women 

are the largest consumers of beauty and personal care products (Weinswig, 2016).         

 

In addition, the examples of Chinese cosmetics products used in the study were chosen based on the 

researchers’ own judgement, taking packaging, design, brand and overall looks into the account. As 

there was a vast amount of Chinese beauty products available for the selection, the researchers decided 

to choose the ones that represent the each cosmetic category the best. Nevertheless, it is acknowledged 

that the participants have different tastes concerning design and other attributes.               

1.7 Limitations 

In the following section, some limitations in this study are presented that has to be taken into account: 

 

Beginning with the resources, this study is limited in terms of time and financial means. The frame of 

reference is only based on the data that the researchers could access to explore various factors 

comprising country of origin. Therefore, the authors acknowledged that the conceptual framework 

constructed after the overview of the existing theory may be elaborated to a greater extent and have 

additional components. Nevertheless, the most relevant components are considered for this study. 

  

Regarding the participant selection, the researchers knew the majority of the participants, which could 

lead to interviewer bias during the focus group interviews. However, the researchers were aware of 

using the frame of reference of the participants while separating their own perspectives during the 

focus group discussions and data analysis process. Furthermore, the participants of the study were 

students of which the majority were studying business. Therefore, it is assumed that the participants 

possess an expertise in marketing of some level including how country of origin can be used by 

international businesses. Hence it is believed that the participants have above average knowledge of 

country of origin role in their perceptions towards variety of products and a higher level of expertise 

in brand’s actions to market the products. Therefore, the study is limited due to the fact that the 

average consumer would most likely not put too much thought into a company’s marketing efforts to 

lure the consumer into making a purchase.  
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Further, for everyone’s mutual understanding, focus groups were conducted in English, implying that 

one has a better command in English than others and thus it may limit the discussions within focus 

groups. Besides, since focus groups comprised of the participants from Germany, Sweden, the 

Netherlands, Finland, Spain and Latvia, the knowledge obtained is limited as a goal was to explore the 

whole European market. 

  

Lastly, during the focus group interviews the participants were asked to evaluate the chosen products. 

Due to limited financial resources the examples of the products were shown in a printed form rather 

in physical examples. This could restrict the evaluation process because they did not have the 

possibility to touch, smell or try the products. Further, the outcomes could have been different if some 

participants would have prior experiences with Chinese cosmetic products. Firstly, as they could share 

real experiences during the focus group discussions and secondly, in the created scenario because 

those written reviews were based only on discussions during the focus groups and limited experiences 

on those products. 

1.8 Keywords  

Consumer ethnocentrism (CE) - consumers’ belief about the appropriateness and morality of 

buying products made in foreign countries (Shimp & Sharma, 1987). 

                                                                                                          

Cosmetics market – a distinctive market that consists of skin care and hair care products, cosmetics, 

fragrances and toiletries (Lopaciuk & Loboda, 2013). 

                                                                                                          

Country image (CI) – all beliefs and associations of a country that contains a collection of 

associations (Mossberg & Kleppe, 2005). 

                                                                                                       

Country of brand - the country associations that brand communications focus on (Li, Sunny Tsai & 

Soruco, 2013). 

                                                                                                          

Country of design – a country where the products was conceived and engineered (Insch & McBride, 

1999). 

 

Country of manufacture – a physical locations of where the production of the product took place, 

commonly labeled as “Made in (name of country)” (Bilkey & Nes, 1982). 
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Country of origin (COO) – “is an extrinsic information cue allowing buyers to make inferences 

about the intrinsic value of a product” (Ahmed & D′Astous, 1995, p.38) 

                                                                                                          

Emerging economy - an economy that grows rapidly with undergoing industry changes and drastic 

transformations, possessing promising markets yet weak protection mechanisms (Luo, 2007). 

                                                                                                          

Market share – company’s sales relativeness to the total sales of all companies in the same industry 

(Ghosh, 2004). 

                                                                                                          

Millennials – a part of population that was born within the  time span of 1981 and 2000 and tend to 

share similar characteristics. It is often called Generation Y or the Next Generation (Gursoy, Maier & 

Chi, 2008). 

                                                                                                          

Perceived product quality – the consumer’s perception of overall components of product, both 

tangible and intangible characteristics, including performance, features, reliability, conformance, 

durability, serviceability, and aesthetics (Vantamay, 2007).                               

  

Product-country image - attributes of the products made in a certain country, emotions towards the 

country and perceptions about the social desirability of owning products from specific country 

(Nebenzahl, Jaffe & Usunier, 2003) 

                                                               

Purchase decision – the process of identifying the need, collecting information, evaluating 

alternatives and finally making the purchase (Khan, Iqbal & Ghouri, 2016). 

                                                                                                          

Purchase intention – the possibility and probability of a consumer’s willingness to purchase a 

particular product (Dodds, Monroe & Grewal, 1991). 
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2. Theoretical Framework 

In this chapter we provide a general overview of the existing theories about country of origin and explain its importance 

to global business. Other important fields of knowledge include different approaches to country of origin, product-country 

image and consumer ethnocentrism. Furthermore, this part discusses product evaluation, consumer attitudes and purchase 

intentions. Later, the cosmetics industry is explored to argue for the relevance of the research, where millennials are chosen 

as the target group. Together they present a frame of reference necessary to understand country of origin’s role in consumer 

behaviour. Lastly, the conceptual model is presented that serves as a foundation to the empirical research.

 

2.1 Complexity of Country of Origin 

The following section is dedicated to understand complex constructs of country of origin (COO) and 

its effects on consumer behaviour. Extensive literature is overviewed from different perspectives to 

assess the existing knowledge and understand antecedents of COO in social science. 

2.1.1 Understanding Country of Origin 

The existing literature often acclaims Schooler (1965) being the first one to acknowledge the COO 

impact on decision making by defining COO as a national origin that contributes to product bias and 

fondness. His follower Nagashima (1970; 1977) later revealed the longitudinal effect on COO 

construct as country image is a dynamic occurrence that changes over time as consumers become 

more experienced with products made in certain countries. Recently, the research of COO’s role and 

relevance have been fostered as the growth of international trade has emerged (Phau & Prendergast, 

2000; Insch & McBride, 2004). COO has been recognized as a key determinant of consumers’ 

purchase decisions and product evaluations (Bilkey & Nes, 1982; Han, 1989; Haubl, 1996; Zain & 

Yasin, 1997; Ahmed, Johnson, Pei Ling, Wai Fang & Kah Hui, 2002; Prendergast, Tsang & Chan, 

2010). 

  

It is important to note that with the great extent of COO research, confusion may arise when 

designating a singular definition of COO. As literature shows both terms COO and COO effect, there 

is no fundamental difference between the two, based on the best knowledge of the authors of this 

thesis. While COO refers to the “Made in” label as a physical feature of the product, simply indicating 

the origin of the product, COO effect provides the consumer with the intangible consequence of such 

labelling. In short, COO is the informational cue while COO effect is the consequence arising from 

that cue. The authors of this paper favour the definition of COO as “an extrinsic information cue allowing 

buyers to make inferences about the intrinsic value of a product” (Ahmed & D′Astous, 1995, p. 38), which 
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appears to be the most appropriate to proceed with because of its simplicity and precision. However, 

the variety of definitions can be found in Table 2.1 below. 

  

Table 2.1. Definitions of country of origin. 

 
(Source: Compiled by the authors) 

 

It was recognized that the COO construct is multifaceted and consists of numerous dimensions that 

emerged, as forces of globalization escalated and triggered opportunities for offshore manufacturing 

and better economies of scale (Phau & Prendergast, 2000). Along with COO, academics have 

researched Country of Design (Chao, 1993; Ahmed & D'Astous, 1995; Insch & McBride, 2004; 

Hamzaoui Essoussi & Merunka, 2007), Country of Assembly (Chao, 1993; Showers & Showers, 1993; 

Ahmed & D'Astous, 1995; Insch & McBride, 2004), Country of Headquarters (Showers & Showers, 1993; 

Harzing & Sorge, 2003), Country of Manufacture (Hamzaoui Essoussi & Merunka, 2007; Uddin, Parvin 

& Rahman, 2013), Country of Brand (Phau & Prendergast, 2000; Uddin, Parvin & Rahman, 2013) and 

Country of Parts (Showers & Showers, 1993; Insch & McBride, 2004). 
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Such diversity among identifying product’s COO has led to the concept of hybrid products with 

multicountry affiliations (Phau & Prendergast, 2000), as accuracy and validity of “Made in” labels has 

blurred along the production process (Ahmed, Johnson, Yang, Kheng Fatt, Sack Teng & Chee Boon, 

2004). Additionally, according to Pharr (2005), the “Made in” label, which was previously required by 

the government for some product categories, such as automobiles and electronics, has now been 

replaced to multiple affiliations. More importantly, with the emergence of Internet and worldwide 

purchasing and selling avenues, such affiliations affected availability, distribution, labelling and 

promotion of products (Pharr, 2005). 

  

It has now become clear that COO is a complex construct in consumer behaviour. Proceeding with 

further exploration of COO, the following section provides an overview of the highlights of previous 

research on COO and what has been discovered to date. 

2.1.2 Previous Research on Country of Origin 

In practice, COO research has been performed more frequently in more developed countries if 

compared to developing countries (Hamin & Elliott, 2006; Walley, Custance, Feng, Yang, Cheng, & 

Turner, 2014). The conjoint findings suggested that consumers from more developed regions, 

particularly North America and Europe, are more in favour of products made in their own country 

than those made in foreign or less developed countries (Bilkey & Nes, 1982; Al- Sulaiti & Baker, 1998; 

Ahmed et al, 2004; Walley et al, 2014). Additionally, consumers from less developed countries were 

found to also evaluate products coming from more developed countries more positively (Hamin & 

Elliott, 2006). 

  

A meta-analysis of fifty years of empirical research on COO effect on consumer behaviour has 

synthesized extensively inconsistent and fragmented findings of previous knowledge on the subject 

(Samiee, Leonidou, Aykol, Sto ̈ttinger & Christodoulides, 2016). Samiee et al. (2016) have concluded 

that personal consumer characteristics, such as age, gender, education and income highly contribute 

to sensitivity towards COO along with their level of ethnocentrism and involvement with the product. 

Additionally, they concluded that COO perceptions are affected positively when the consumer’s 

familiarity with the country, product or brand increases, as well as country image and brand image 

influence consumer’s information processing that leads to purchase intentions. When it comes to 

measuring COO effect, purchase intention has been one of the most frequently used dependent 

variables (Ahmed et al., 2002; Hamin & Elliott, 2006; Prendergast et al., 2010). Other important 

variables include product quality (Ahmed et al., 2002; Insch & McBride, 2004; Hamin & Elliott, 2006), 

purchase value (Ahmed & D'Astous, 1996) and brand image (Ahmed et al., 2002; Koubaa, 2008). 
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Verlegh and Steenkamp (1999) discussed that a typical research on COO effect and its measures 

include asking consumers to form an overall evaluation of product alternatives where COO is one of 

the cues. However, the same authors argued whether perceived quality, product attitudes and purchase 

intentions can work independently as attitude is a much broader term which is affected by perceived 

quality and therefore can reduce the COO effect. 

  

It was uncovered that differences in perceptions of different COO are reduced once consumers are 

provided with other information (Ahmed and D’Astous, 1995; Johansson, Douglas & Nonaka, 1985). 

When a consumer is exposed to high involvement products with valuable information available, such 

as brand, price and warranty, then developed countries are being viewed as homogeneous (Ahmed & 

D’Astous, 1995). Similarly, regarding low involvement product evaluation, COO effect is also present, 

but it would decrease the moment other extrinsic cues are available (Ahmed et al., 2004). 

  

The presence of COO and its significance on both consumers and businesses is undeniable. Despite 

COO alone, the existing literature widely discusses its relation to country image as a main influencing 

factor on consumers’ perceptions of a specific COO. Therefore, the next section is dedicated to 

exploring the country image. 

2.2 Country Image 

In the following, the concept of country image (CI) is discussed as consumers’ perception of COO of 

a certain country is influenced through CI. 

                                                                                    

The term CI has been discussed extensively in the existing literature (cf. Nagashima, 1970; Han, 1989; 

Han, 1990; Roth & Romeo, 1992; Martin & Eroglu, 1993; Papadopoulos & Heslop, 2003). However, 

there is still a lack of clarity and consistency in the definition and conceptualisation of CI among the 

authors (Wang, Li, Barnes & Ahn, 2012; Buhmann, 2016). Although CI and COO are different 

concepts, in past research the terms were often used as synonyms (Yagci, 2001). According to Yagci 

(2001), COO is related to the country that the brand is associated with, while CI is the general 

perception of quality a consumer has towards a product from a particular country. 

                                                                                                          

Consequently, some authors concluded that CI can be viewed in two levels, which mainly differ in 

their focus (Hsieh, Pan & Setiono, 2004; Pappu, Quester & Cooksey, 2007; Roth & Diamantopoulos, 

2008; Wang et al., 2012; Listiana, 2015). According to Pappu et al. (2007), CI is a set of COO 

associations that is referred to the economical factors of a country or the produced product in the 

country. Thus, CI can be defined in two broad approaches, the country approach (macro) and the 
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product approach (micro) (Pappu et al., 2007; He & Wang, 2015; Listiana, 2015). Besides the macro 

and micro approaches, some authors identified three groups of CI definition, namely: 

1) general country image; 

2) product image (PI); 

3) product-country image (PCI), which is a combination of (1) and (2) (Hsieh et al., 2004; Roth & 

Diamantopoulos, 2008).  

 

CI is often viewed in a broader sense that can be referred to as “overall” or “general” CI (Hsieh et al., 

2004; Roth & Diamantopoulos, 2008). According to this definition, CI consists of generalized images, 

which not only refers to the representative products of a country but also includes economical, 

political, technological, social factors that are mainly influenced by cognitive beliefs (Bannister & 

Saunders, 1978; Allred, Chakraborty & Miller, 2000), and can also include affective beliefs of people, 

culture and national symbols (Martin & Eroglu, 1993; Verlegh & Steenkamp, 1999). 

                                                                                                          

On the contrary, some authors focus more on PI, which is related to the country’s product quality 

(Pappu et al., 2007; Roth & Diamantopoulos, 2008). Nagashima (1970) was one of the first authors 

and defined PI as the picture, reputation and stereotype that consumers have towards products from 

a specific country, in which the image of a product is formed through the overall CI. Other authors 

had similar approaches, stated that PI is the general perception of products made from a particular 

country (Roth & Romeo, 1992; Han, 1989) that is influenced by several factors, such as previous 

experiences and perceptions of production and marketing in that country (Roth & Romeo, 1992). 

                                                                                                          

Further, PCI can be understood as the interrelation between CI and PI (Pappu et al., 2007). Roth and 

Diamantopoulos (2008) argued that CI and PI are two different but related constructs and CI 

influences the images of products in the given country. Several authors have attempted to define PCI, 

but currently there is still no widely accepted definition. Hence, it can be argued that PCI is the 

combination of two dimensions, namely the consumers’ perception of a product or brand and the 

perception of the image of a country. Some examples of PCI that consumers have towards products 

and countries are the Columbian coffee, Swiss watches, US appliances, Japanese electronics and 

German automobiles (Agrawal & Kamakura, 1999). 

Table 2.2 shows some key definitions of CI, PI and PCI identified in the literature review by Roth and 

Diamantopoulos (2008). 
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Table 2.2. Definitions of country image, product image and product-country image.  

  
 (Source: Roth and Diamantopoulos, 2008)                                                                                                     

  

Indeed, consumers care about the origin of a product and where it was produced (Zdravkovic, 2013). 

The image of a country plays a major role in consumers’ perception towards a product and act as an 

extrinsic cue in the product evaluation (Agrawal & Kamakura, 1999). It has been showed that 

consumers have different perceptions of certain product categories in a specific country, which means 

that not all products from a specific country are perceived similar (Roth & Romeo, 1992). The findings 

of Roth and Romeo (1992) showed that consumers’ product evaluation of a product made from a 

specific country is based on the match between country and product. This means that a consumer 

would purchase a product from a country when the perceived skills of that country are high and 

matches the product category, for instance, the willingness to buy a German car due to its strength in 

engineering, instead of a car from Mexico (Roth & Romeo, 1992). 
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As highly cited in literature, the economic factor is one determinant of CI (Bannister & Saunders, 

1978; Roth & Romeo, 1992; Allred et al., 2000). Therefore, it can be argued that consumers tend to 

have negative attitudes and perceive products from developing countries with lower quality due to 

their low economic level (Chu, Chang, Chen & Wang, 2010). Since CI is not a static but rather a 

dynamic construct changing over time (Nagashima, 1970), it might be seen as a chance for developing 

or emerging countries to improve their CI. For instance, consumers still have an unfavourable CI of 

China in terms product quality, however, China’s CI has been increased throughout the years (He & 

Wang, 2015). 

  

Multiple definitions of CI exists that have similar meanings, yet are different. Therefore, this study will 

use the definition of PCI by Nebenzahl et al. (2003), which is “consumers' perceptions about the attributes of 

products made in a certain country; emotions toward the country and resulted perceptions about the social desirability of 

owning products made in the country” (p. 388), to examine not only perception and attitude towards China, 

but also the products that are made in China. 

2.3 Country of Origin of China 

Given that the aim of this study - to investigate COO of China, the interest of the authors to 

concentrate on this particular country is due to its key role in the global market. As of CIA (2017), 

China has been the world’s leader in exports, leaving all major developed economies behind, indicating 

that the emerging economy of China is a competitive player in the international trade. In addition, 

China had the second largest gross domestic product in 2015 after the United States (Statista, 2017a). 

  

The upcoming part assesses the existent research conducted on perceptions and attitudes held towards 

Chinese products to date. 

2.3.1 Perceptions and Attitudes towards Chinese Products in Developed Countries 

The internalization of Chinese organizations recently have been vastly discussed (e.g. Liu, Buck & 

Shu, 2005; Rugman & Li, 2007; Deng, 2009). However, very little attention has been paid to addressing 

COO effect towards Chinese companies. As mentioned previously, a majority of previous studies 

focus on COO relevance and exploration in developed countries or how foreign products are 

perceived in China (Kreppel & Holtbrugge, 2012). Considering the fact that the authors of this study 

have limited possibilities to assessing all information available, to the authors best knowledge it can 

be stated that there is a limited amount of information on how Chinese products are perceived in the 

rest of the world, with the particular interest in developed countries. 
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Leonidou et al. (2007) discovered, that goods originating from the US received higher evaluation from 

British consumers in terms of design, quality, distribution, service and so on when compared to 

Chinese goods. While the marketers of American companies stress the COO effect, Chinese firms try 

to hide their weaknesses related to COO by outsourcing manufacturing or purchasing other brands 

to cover up “Made in China” labelling (Leonidou et al., 2007). Laforet and Chen (2012) examined 

both British and Chinese consumers’ evaluations of Chinese, Japanese, South Korean and Western 

brands. The findings imply that British people hold a negative perception towards China, which has a 

significant negative effect on their brand choice. 

  

Chinese brands are perceived inferior to those originating in the West, Japan or South Korea in terms 

of brand reputation, brand trust, brand value and brand familiarity (Laforet & Chen, 2012). Relatedly, 

a study by Pappu et al. (2007) investigated relationships between macro CI, micro CI and consumer-

based brand equity, where China has been perceived as having the least favourable image in Australia 

among Japanese, Malaysian, and Chinese made televisions and cars. Sharma (2011) explored the 

differences in attitudes and behaviours of consumers in emerging (China and India) and developed 

(the UK and the US) markets. The results have displayed that consumers from both developed and 

emerging markets preferred products imported from developed markets, which makes the situation 

unfavourable to Chinese brands and manufacturers (Sharma (2011). 

  

The most recent study on Made-In-Country-Index (McCarthy, 2017) have uncovered that China’s 

reputation of products is the second worst in the world out of all countries surveyed. This indicates 

low standard value of brand strength and transparent evaluation of value of labels (Statista, 2017b). 

2.3.2 Product-Country image of China 

As PCI is an important construct contributing to COO, it is necessary to assess the PCI of China to 

fully understand COO of China. History shows that fighting against negative COO has been 

challenging for Chinese companies as they encounter less acceptance of consumers and unsuccessful 

market entries (Kreppel & Holtbrugge, 2012). According to Kreppel and Holtbrugge (2012), Chinese 

production is frequently viewed as low-level, low-tech and low-cost, causing the image of Chinese 

products in the global medium to be undesirable. Chinese firms are still considered as fresh and 

inexperienced to operate in international markets, therefore they are still vulnerable in terms of 

understanding foreign consumer tastes, preferences and habits. (Leonidou et al., 2007). The same 

authors state that Chinese companies still seem to rely on copying successful Western inventions, 

rather than exploiting autonomous innovation capacity. What is more, inability to provide pre-sales 

and after-sales support for host countries and paying less attention to marketing and advertising, has 
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been leading Chinese brands to unsuccessful tries to flourish in foreign markets (Leonidou et al., 

2007). 

                                                                                                          

Despite the accumulative negative perceptions towards China as a global player in manufacturing, a 

few studies recently have discovered that such attitude is shifting towards more promising avenues 

for Chinese businesses. For example, Yunus and Rashid (2016) found that Malaysian consumers have 

three positive COO effect independent variables - CI, perceived product quality and brand familiarity 

towards Chinese mobile phone manufacturer. Even though Malaysia is considered as an emerging 

market of rapid growth (The World Bank, 2015), it implies that there is faith for Chinese production 

in having more favourable perceptions in developed countries as well. 

  

The complexity of COO is illustrated not only by consumers’ perception of the PCI of a certain 

country, but also implies other constructs. One of the elements, consumer ethnocentrism (CE), was 

extensively explored in previous studies and revealed that CE will be an important component in the 

formation of consumers’ attitudes, perceptions, product evaluation and purchase intention towards 

foreign products (Sharma, Shimp & Shin, 1995; Yagci, 2001; De Nisco, Mainolfi, Marino, & 

Napolitano, 2016). Thus, it is necessary to take CE into consideration when studying COO (Yagci, 

2001), which is discussed in the following section. 

2.4 Consumer Ethnocentrism                                                  

According to Shankarmahesh (2006), the terms CE and COO are sometimes used interchangeably, 

although these concepts are different and independent from each other. In a study by Herche (1992, 

in Shankarmahesh, 2006) the study concluded that CE is related to the general tendency of avoiding 

foreign products rather than a particular COO image. 

                                                                                                          

CE is referred to consumers’ belief about the appropriateness and morality of buying products from 

foreign countries (Shimp & Sharma, 1987). Consequently, CE can lead to an overestimate of domestic 

products regarding attributes and quality, and vice versa (Sharma et al., 1995). Consumers who have 

strong ethnocentric beliefs tend to evaluate foreign products negatively, compared to those who are 

less ethnocentric (Yagci, 2001). Nevertheless, if the CI of the foreign product is perceived as positive 

due to the high image or their country preference, even ethnocentric consumers may have a positive 

product evaluation (Yagci, 2001). Ethnocentric consumers perceive the purchase of foreign product 

as an incorrect behaviour because it is regarded as unpatriotic and will influence the domestic economy 

negatively (Shimp & Sharma, 1987; Sharma et al., 1995; Yagci, 2001; Evanschitzky, Wangenheim, 

Woisetschlager & Blut, 2008). However, non-ethnocentric consumers evaluate the imported products 

based on their own merits and neglects COO (Shimp & Sharma, 1987; Sharma et al., 1995). 
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Research demonstrated that the effects of CE on consumer buying behaviour are different depending 

on product categories (Sharma et al., 1995; Evanschitzky et al., 2008; Cumberland, Solgaard & 

Nikodemska-Wolowik, 2010) and across COO (Balabanis & Diamantopoulos, 2004; Chryssochoidis, 

Krystallis & Perreas, 2007). According to Balabanis and Diamantopoulos (2004), CE predicts the 

preference of choosing products from the home country but does not necessarily mean consumers 

will avoid imported products. 

                                                                                                          

Another factor that affects CE is the level of development of one’s home country (Chryssochoidis et 

al., 2007). It has been observed that consumers from developed countries have a tendency to prefer 

domestically produced products rather than foreign products, which leads to a higher impact of CE 

(Lu Wang & Xiong Chen, 2004). Consumers from developing countries have a stronger preference 

of foreign products and perceive those as superior, particularly if the products are from countries with 

highly positive image (Lu Wang & Xiong Chen, 2004). According to Lantz and Loeb (1996) along 

with Watson and Wright (2000), consumers with high ethnocentric tendencies have a more positive 

attitude towards foreign products that are culturally similar to their own country. 

2.5 Importance of Country of Origin in Consumer Behaviour 

This section identifies why attitudes are an important element to explain the nature of consumer 

behaviour in relation to the COO phenomenon. To begin with, product evaluation is assessed to see 

how COO information is being processed. Various components of attitudes are then addressed to 

draw a broader picture of how final attitude is formed. Lastly, the purchase intention is discussed to 

determine the role of “Made in” label in determining one’s purchase intention. 

2.5.1 Product Evaluation                                                         

Along with price or brand name, COO is considered as an extrinsic cue and serves as an informational 

hint in the product evaluation process and purchase decisions of consumers (Bilkey & Nes, 1982; 

Pappu et al., 2007). Yagci (2001) argued that it is essential to understand that consumers evaluate 

products based on COO and also the level of ethnocentric tendencies. He argued that CE, rather than 

COO, is a more important predictor of consumers’ attitude towards foreign product quality and 

purchase intention, only in cases where the origin of products are from countries associated as less 

developed (Yagci, 2001). 

  

Consumer’s evaluation process with regard to COO is often explained by halo and summary effects, 

where COO serves as a reference to infer product’s quality of a specific country (Chu et al., 2010). 

Halo effect is applicable in situations where consumers possess insufficient knowledge about a 
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product or a brand, hence, COO and CI are being used as cognitive cues to form a perception of a 

product and its quality (Chu et al., 2010). The Halo effect indirectly affects consumers’ attitudes 

towards the brand or product of a certain country (Han, 1989; Yagci, 2001). In contrast, the summary 

effect suggests that if consumers are more familiar with a product, COO will be used to summarize 

their existing knowledge and information about the product, which then directly affects attitudes (Han, 

1989). 

2.5.2 Country of Origin and Attitudes 

Attitudes can be defined as predispositions to evaluate an object or situation in a positive or negative 

manner and have an impact on purchase decisions (Fill, Hughes & De Francesco, 2012; Solomon, 

Russell-Bennett & Previte, 2012; Eagly & Chaiken, 1993 in Samra, 2014). Consumers’ attitudes are 

formed and learned through prior experiences with the product (Fill et al., 2012). It has been agreed 

among authors that attitudes comprise of two components: emotion and cognition (Solomon et al., 

2012). Hence, if marketers seek to change consumers’ attitudes, one or both components have to be 

addressed (Solomon et al., 2012). According to the original conceptualisation of attitudes, the 

tricomponent attitude model (also known as the ABC model), attitudes comprise of cognitive, 

affective and conative components (Breckler, 1984; Fill et al., 2012; Rosenberg & Hovland, 1960 in 

Samra, 2014; Lantos, 2015): 

  

1.  The cognitive component is referred to as descriptive beliefs or non-evaluative perceptions of 

consumers in terms of knowledge about an object (Solomon et al., 2012; Lantos, 2015). 

2.  The affective component is regarded to subjective beliefs involving emotions towards an object 

(Solomon et al., 2012; Lantos, 2015). 

3.  Lastly, the conative component is the intention to behave or act accordingly based on one’s own 

knowledge and emotions, which can also be described as prescriptive (normative) beliefs 

(Lantos, 2015). 

                                                                                                          

The consumer perception towards COO of a product is influenced by the perceived CI (Laroche, 

Papadopoulos, Heslop & Mourali, 2005). Thus, it is important to explore CI, which consists of three 

dimensions: 

  

1.  Cognitive refers to the beliefs of consumers’ about the economic and technological 

development living standards, industrialization, etc. of a country (Verlegh & Steenkamp, 1999; 

Laroche et al., 2005; Wang et al., 2012); 

2.  affective is the consumer's affective evaluation of the people and the country itself (Verlegh & 

Steenkamp, 1999; Laroche et al., 2005; Wang et al., 2012); 
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3.  conative relates to the willingness to interact and relate with a country (Laroche et al., 2005), 

which is referred as proximity in this study. 

                                                                                                          

The majority of previous studies concentrated on the cognitive component of CI (e.g. Knight  & 

Calantone, 2000) and how it influences consumers’ evaluation process of products. However, the 

affective aspect of CI and the influence of affective evaluation are still to be explored (Roth & 

Diamantopoulos, 2008; Wang et al. 2012; Buhmann, 2016). 

                                                                                                          

The perspective of the attitude theory is considered as the most appropriate in conceptualizing CI due 

to following reasons (Roth & Diamantopoulos, 2009): 

 

●    it provides explanation of how certain countries are viewed in consumers’ mind with all their 

beliefs and emotions; 

●    how this information impact consumers’ behavioural reactions towards a country; 

●    provides insights of how CI differentiates from or interrelates with other constructs such as 

CE. 

                                                                      

Based on the findings by Roth and Diamantopoulos (2009), they identified two major theoretical 

approaches that can be applied for conceptualize CI: the hierarchy-of-effects model and the two-

component model. The hierarchy-of-effects model explains the interrelationships between the 

components of the ABC model and that “a fixed sequence of steps occurs en route to an attitude” (Solomon 

et al., 2012, p. 210). Although the majority of the studies applied the hierarchy-of-effects model to 

conceptualize CI (e.g. Laroche et al., 2005; Heslop & Papadopoulos, 1993), this approach has a major 

disadvantage because the three components are causally related and not independent (Roth & 

Diamantopoulos, 2009). When considering the standard learning hierarchy (one hierarchy of the 

model), it argues that a positive cognitive evaluation towards a country will also result in positive 

affective evaluation (vice versa), but will be not always the case. For instance, consumers’ cognitive 

evaluation of a product from a certain country might be of high quality, but the affective evaluation 

results in a negative feeling, for instance due to nationalistic reasons (Casas & Makauskiene, 2013). 

Further, Casas and Makauskiene (2013) argue that the hierarchy-of-effects model is not appropriate 

for attitude formation towards COO but rather towards brands. 

                                                                                                          

Therefore, the two-component view model seems to be more appropriate in attitude formation 

towards COO as this study does not focus on a specific brand but rather explore the COO of China. 

Only the two components, cognitive and affective, influence consumer behaviour independently 

(Roth & Diamantopoulos, 2009; Casas & Makauskiene, 2013). In this model the conative component 
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is a separate construct and is seen as a result of cognitive and affective evaluation (Roth & 

Diamantopoulos, 2009). Moreover, country-related norms or normative aspects like CE are also 

important in having an influence on behavioural intentions and are also a separate construct (Ajzen & 

Fishbein, 1980 in Roth & Diamantopoulos, 2009). 

2.5.3 Country of Origin and Purchase Intention 

Consumer purchase intention is described as the possibility and probability of a consumer’s 

willingness to purchase a particular product (Dodds et al., 1991). It was discovered by Lin and Chen 

(2006) that COO image significantly influences consumers purchase intention, also taking product 

involvement and product knowledge into consideration. Roth and Romeo (1992) have revealed that 

product-country matches may predict purchase intention towards buying foreign products. In 

addition, willingness to buy a product from a particular country is high if the CI is an important 

attribute for the product category (Roth and Romeo, 1992). 

2.6 Cosmetics Industry and Millennials 

As stated in the Introduction, this study focuses on the cosmetics industry due to the rise of Chinese 

cosmetic companies. To clarify, the cosmetics market consists of health, beauty and wellbeing 

products, such as hair care, skin care, oral and body care or perfumery (Cosmetics Europe, 2016). The 

Foote, Cone and Belding (FCB) and Rossiter-Percy grid claim that sub-segments of categories may 

vary between high and low involvement products depending on their attributes and place cosmetics 

into the “feeling” class along with jewellery and fashion clothing, representing high involvement 

products (Aaker, Myers & Batra, 2006). This could imply a more thoroughly research of the product, 

dedicating more time, effort and money for the product category before making the purchase. 

  

In the following section, the cosmetic markets in Europe and China are briefly presented as markets 

of interest. Afterwards the purchasing habits of millennials are discussed. 

2.6.1 Cosmetics Market in Europe and China                                           

After an economic recession in 2009, the global beauty market has found its way back to growth, 

which was mainly driven by the contribution of emerging markets (Lopaciuk & Loboda, 2013; Rebufet 

et al., 2015). A rapid growth can be observed in Chinese beauty and personal care industry in the last 

two decades (Rebufet et al., 2015; China Chamber of Commerce Netherlands, 2016), where skin care 

has been acknowledged as the fastest growing sector (Lopaciuk & Loboda, 2013). Being the third 

largest producer of cosmetics products valued at €41 billion in 2015 (Cosmetics Europe, 2016) and 

the second largest in terms of sales volume in 2014 (Fung Business Intelligence Centre, 2015), China 
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strives to become the future global leading industry in cosmetics (China Chamber of Commerce 

Netherlands, 2016). 

                                                                                                          

While multinational companies, including Procter & Gamble, L’Oréal and Shiseido, continue to 

dominate in the Chinese cosmetics market (Fung Business Intelligence Centre, 2015), an increasing 

amount of companies in China grasped the benefits of globalization and attempted to expand to 

foreign markets (Roll, 2015). Some Chinese domestic brands have the potential to become more 

competitive in international markets, especially Shanghai Jahwa and Marubi - the key players in the 

Chinese the cosmetics industry (China Chamber of Commerce Netherlands, 2016).  

                                                                                                          

The European cosmetics and personal care market is the largest in the world valued at €77 billion in 

2015 with a growth rate of +3.1 per cent (L’Oréal, 2015). Within Europe, the top four largest markets 

are Germany, closely followed by the United Kingdom, France, and Italy. In regard to product 

categories, both skincare and toiletries are the most important categories in Europe, which is reflected 

by their highest market share in 2015, followed by hair-care products, fragrances/perfumes, and 

decorative cosmetics (Cosmetics Europe, 2016). In 2015, trade of cosmetics products and ingredients 

was exceeding €33 billion, in which €17 billion was exported from Europe. (Cosmetics Europe, 2016). 

2.6.2 Cosmetics Purchasing Habits of Millennials                                   

A proprietary study performed by Meredith Corporation in 2015 has uncovered major buying 

behaviour and decision making processes among millennial women in beauty, food and home 

categories. Nearly 80 per cent confirmed to think about, research and discuss about beauty products, 

including hair care, cosmetics and skin care, which makes them a generation with the highest 

engagement. Additionally, 60 per cent of the participants purchase beauty products based on price, 

indicating high price consciousness. Another important finding of the Women 2020 study is that 75 

per cent of millennials tend to buy beauty products based on recommendations. 

                                                                                    

According to Euromonitor (2015), millennials are the generation that can also be called “nowners” 

(no-owners) and they fall into the age group that is most keen on spending money on clothing and 

makeup. As of Euromonitor (2015), there are apparent differences amongst what millennials seek to 

purchase in developed and developing markets – millennials in developed countries seek for value for 

money and lower-end goods, while their counterparts in emerging economies look for prestige 

branding in cosmetics and clothing. The beauty industry is flourishing with the help of digital 

technology and the need for millennials to have personalized and interactive solutions for beauty care, 

such as try-on technology and skin analysis, which has prospered immensely (Euromonitor, 2015). 
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A recent study done by Fung Global Retail & Technology (Weinswig, 2016) revealed several insights 

on millennials purchasing habits for beauty products. A study claimed that although millennials have 

lower income, they are in the life stage of increasing spending power, also holding slightly different 

demands to products if compared to previous generations. Aspects distinguishing millennials from 

other age groups include a) high adaptability to technology and digital trends; b) being more conscious 

towards social, ethical and environmental issues; c) high focus on their health and well-being; d) sale 

hunting. Fung Global Retail & Technology report (Weinswig, 2016) also disclosed some trends 

possessed by millennials in the beauty market: a) extensive Internet and social media usage before 

actual purchase; b) being a “selfie generation”, they made makeup the fastest growing cosmetics 

category globally; c) in near future millennials will be more likely to buy all-natural beauty products; d) 

price is the key determinant for purchase – hunt for best deals within beauty products. Hence it can 

be stated, that to target millennials, companies in the beauty industry should be aware that millennial 

consumers do vast research online, though still prefer to purchase the product in-store. Additionally, 

value for money and naturally produced and ethical cosmetics are also key factors to attract a 

millennial. 

2.7 Conceptual Framework 

The authors developed a conceptual framework (Figure 2.1), which summarised and incorporated the 

overviewed topics from the theoretical background including COO, PCI, CE, attitudes and purchase 

intention. 

 

 
 

Figure 2.1. Conceptual framework. (Developed by the authors, adapted from Roth and Diamantopoulos, 2009; 
Casas and Makauskiene, 2013). 
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Of particular interest is the cosmetics industry in China as Chinese domestic brands are becoming 

more competitive in international markets. As Chinese cosmetic companies still face challenges in 

conducting business internationally, it could be a vital insight to understand how Europeans perceive 

Chinese cosmetics to adopt an effective strategy to penetrate the European markets. Hence, the 

conceptual framework will serve as a guideline to approach the main research question:  

  

What are the attitudes of millennials towards cosmetic products which are made in China? 

  

The purpose of the study is to explore attitudes held by female millennials in Europe towards country 

of origin of China with regard to the cosmetics industry. Therefore, it is primarily important to 

acknowledge that COO is one important cue that is used by consumers in their product evaluation 

process. As attitudes towards COO of China are formed through PCI, the conceptual framework 

adapted the two-component model, including a cognitive and affective component, proposed by Roth 

and Diamantopoulos (2009) to explore the formation of consumers’ attitude. After identifying 

consumers’ beliefs and feelings towards China, the conative component, which is referred to proximity 

to the country, is considered as a separate element and identifies the willingness to interact with China. 

Not only COO, but also CE is an essential aspect in consumers’ product evaluation and purchase 

decision process, especially if products are from developing countries. CE is related to consumers’ 

ethnocentric tendencies towards Chinese beauty products, which can be high or low. Thus, CE will 

be an additional element in the framework to predict consumers’ purchase intentions. Subsequently, 

it is important to apply the most suitable methods and strategies to yield the best possible results in 

light of the purpose. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

29 
 

3. Methodology 

 
The following chapter clarifies the choice of method and explains the procedure and strategies used to conduct the study. 

It begins with presenting the research approach and an outline of the research design. Further, the procedure of data 

collection and analysis are described. Afterwards, trustworthiness, reliability and validity of the study are assessed. The 

chapter is finalized with some ethical considerations.

 

3.1 Research Philosophy 

There are two main paradigms that can be applied in the research and will help to collect and interpret 

data, namely the positivist and the interpretivist paradigm (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). The study at hand 

aims to explore attitudes of millennials towards COO of China, the research philosophy underpinned 

this study is of interpretivist nature (Collis & Hussey, 2014). Therefore, the interpretivist nature was 

chosen as it corresponds with the notion of the study, namely to explore and understand multiple 

realities as well as the nature and interdependence of the marketing phenomena (Malhotra & Birks, 

2007; Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2012). 

3.2 Research Approach 

The research approach was abductive, which is a combination of both approaches - deduction and 

induction as well as moving from both approaches (Saunders et al., 2012). Deduction is referred as 

the establishment of a theoretical framework from the existing literature and develop hypotheses, 

whereas induction focus more on developing theory based on the findings of the primary data 

(Saunders et al., 2012). Therefore, applying an abductive approach, the study pursuit to understand 

the phenomenon not only through the existent literature on existing findings of COO effect regarding 

attitude formation, but also by collecting primary data to understand it through various realities of the 

participants. However, a purely deductive approach would have not been suitable because extensive 

literature on COO is existent but the qualitative aspect was neglected of its exploratory nature of 

understanding consumers’ attitude formation towards COO of China as realities are based on 

subjective perceptions. Also, a purely inductive approach would not be suitable either due to the fact 

that extensive literature of COO effect already exists.                                                                                                                                                                    

3.3 Research Design                        

The majority of studies (e.g. D'Astous & Ahmed, 1995; Zhang, 1996; Knight & Calantone, 2000) 

exploring COO were performed in a quantitative manner. Nevertheless, some studies (i.e. Niss, 1996; 

Maronick, 2015; Rebufet et al., 2015; Sutter, MacLennan, Fernandes & Oliveira Jr, 2015) contributed 
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to gain better understanding of country of origin effect by using qualitative research. In order to 

expand the pool of qualitative studies and in accordance with the study purpose, a qualitative approach 

is seen as most suitable (Collis & Hussey, 2014). Since COO is not only based on cognitive evaluation 

but also on affective evaluation, this study strives explore and attain deeper insights of the underlying 

thoughts and emotions of individuals to understand how attitudes are formed. These attitudes are 

formed differently by individuals based on their evaluations, thus subjective and different realities 

exist. Therefore, the research is exploratory with a focus on understanding attitudes towards COO 

effect of China (Malhotra & Birks, 2007).  

 

According to Malhotra and Birks (2007), a research design is a framework that describes how the 

research will be conducted and includes how information will be obtained. Based on the research 

purpose, to investigate the attitudes held by millennials towards products made in China, research 

questions were developed to specify the required information.  

3.4 Data Collection 

To answer the research questions, both primary and secondary data were collected. Firstly, secondary 

data was reviewed. Based on the existing findings of COO effect and attitudes, a conceptual 

framework was developed and will serve as a guideline for data collection. Secondly, primary data was 

collected using qualitative techniques, which was executed through focus group interviews (Malhotra 

& Birks, 2007). The secondary data includes relevant scientific articles in journals, magazines, 

marketing research studies, etc. obtained through the search engines Primo and Google Scholar. Both 

search engines are considered to be trustworthy and reliable. Primo provides peer reviewed 

publications and is the own search engine of Jönköping University (Jo ̈nköping University, 2017). With 

Google Scholar, the materials are ranked according to citations to identify the most relevant articles 

related to COO as an extensive amount of literature is available (Google Scholar, 2017). 

  

The technique of focus group interviews was chosen as it has valuable benefits for this study compared 

to in-depth interviews. A group discussion can encourage people to reveal more insights and ideas 

and broader information could be obtained at the same time, which could lead to unexpected findings 

(Malhotra & Birks, 2007). However, the main risks of group discussions could be that the participants 

might feel intimidated or shy, thus not sharing any thoughts or opinions about how they feel about 

China (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). To overcome this, a consent was provided to each participant before 

the start of the focus group discussion, in which it was clearly stated that different opinions and 

perspectives are respected and there are no wrong answers to the questions. Furthermore, three focus 

group interviews were conducted, in which the first two lasted for about 1,5 hours and the last one 

was slightly longer than 1 hour. According to Malhotra and Birks (2007), it is a typical duration for 
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focus groups, but could also last up to 6 hours. Besides, a focus group should have a group size ranging 

from 6-10 participants that require being homogenous regarding the demographics and social 

characteristics to avoid group conflicts among the participants (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). The first two 

focus groups consisted of six participants. The thought behind having six participants is to have 

enough participants concerning the diversity in sharing information but also not to have too many 

participants as large groups have the risk of creating an uncomfortable atmosphere in which the 

participants are not likely to share their thoughts, opinions or experiences (Rabiee, 2004; 

Onwuegbuzie, Dickinson, Leech & Zoran, 2009). The use of “mini-focus groups” which consists of 

only three or four participants is advocated when the participants have some expertise or have special 

experiences (Onwuegbuzie et al., 2009). Hence, the last focus group consists only of four participants, 

as these four participants have proven to be extensive users of beauty products and proved to have 

expertise in this area. It was the intention of the authors to have the first focus group serve as a pilot 

test group. As the focus group interviews were semi-structured and hence the questions could be 

misunderstood, a minor adjustment was made during the pilot test: Since the participants were 

confused about the task of the created scenario (which will be explained later on), the authors altered 

the explanation to make the task and purpose of scenario more comprehensible. As the alteration was 

so minor, all the data collected during the pilot test was fully used for this study. In the Table 3.1 the 

information on each focus group are listed. 

  

Table 3.1. Information on Focus Group Interviews. 

  
 

Semi-structured questions were used to guide through the interviews and allow the moderators for 

further probing, which was important to elicit insights and to obtain richer data (Collis & Hussey, 

2014). Based on the conceptual framework, the predefined questions were formed on the basis of the 

predetermined categories and areas of the researchers’ interests, which included criteria for beauty 

product choice, PCI, COO of China, CE and purchase intention (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). The 

questions were mainly open-ended to probe the participant’s emotions and beliefs in the product 

evaluation process of products made in China, their overall perception of the CI of China as well as 

their willingness to purchase such products. The interview guideline with the pre-set questions as well 

as a checklist that serves as a guideline can be found in the Appendix 1.  

  



 

32 
 

During the focus group interviews, some essential factors were important for the researchers: obtain 

trust from the participants, create a comfortable and relaxed atmosphere and record the interview 

(Malhotra & Birks, 2007). Beforehand, the participants were asked to sign a consent, which clarified 

the purpose of the focus group interview, emphasized the confidentiality and anonymity as well as 

explained ground rules (Appendix 2). In addition, they were asked to fill in a small survey about 

demographics and favourite brands (Appendix 3). By identifying their favourite brands some hints 

about the participants’ preference regarding COO and design could be found. The physical setting is 

an important factor of focus group interviews (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). Thus, the focus group 

interviews were conducted in the university’s group rooms as well as snacks and refreshments were 

served during the whole interview. All the focus group interviews were tape and video recorded to 

transcribe it for the analysis. 

  

To stimulate the discussion, pictures of six Chinese products (Appendix 4) were shown to the 

participants and they were invited to evaluate these products in terms of overall impression, packaging 

design, expected price and purchase intention. This product evaluation was a basis for assessing their 

perception, feelings and opinions. The products were from the face and body categories, which 

included a facial cream, lipstick, body lotion, perfume, deodorant and toothpaste to represent the main 

categories in the beauty industry. These products were chosen to meet diversity in products and to 

obtain richer data. Further, a scenario was created in which the participants should imagine to recently 

have bought all of the shown products and to write a product review to their friend whether they 

would recommend the products or not. A product review sheet was designed by the researchers and 

distributed to each participant (Appendix 5). The purpose of this scenario was to identify purchase 

intentions and to understand their attitudes towards Chinese products and China as a country. As they 

were required to reveal their thoughts and feelings to their friends, it can be argued that the familiar 

setting would encourage them to naturally express their true opinions and could be an additional value 

for the researchers (Malhotra & Birks, 2007).  

3.5 Participant Selection  

The selection of the participants was of purposive nature (Saunders et al. 2009). The purposive 

selection enabled to choose the participants fulfilling certain criteria (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). These 

criteria include: the participants were required to be 18-37 years old, as this is the age group of 

millennials, only female participant would be eligible, it was not necessary that the participants have 

prior experiences with Chinese beauty products, however, the participants were required to use some 

beauty products to have any knowledge. The participants in the first two focus groups were the average 

users as they only use the essentials (deodorant, toothpaste, shampoo, etc.) and only buy new products 

if necessary. For the last (mini-) focus group, the last criteria was modified: the participants were 
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required to be specialists or experts in the beauty field which was determined by the knowledge as well 

as usage and purchasing frequency of beauty products. These participants were identified as experts 

for the reason that they are extensive users of beauty products. Moreover, they are highly interested 

in the cosmetic products, extensively research about them, are aware of upcoming trends, as well as 

are familiar with popular cosmetic brands. In addition, they use makeup (e.g. mascara, eyeliner, 

lipstick,.), skin care products (e.g. facial cream, body lotion ) or toiletries (e.g. deodorant, facial and 

hand cleanser, etc.) on a daily basis and purchase beauty products weekly. The participants were invited 

via Facebook, mobile phone or email. Each participant was coded under the focus group number 

(FG1, FG2, FG3) and named by particular participant (P1, P2, P3, etc.) (Appendix 6). 

3.6 Qualitative Data Analysis  

According to Malhotra and Birks (2007), content analysis in qualitative research method is a classical 

procedure where data is being reduced by summarizing and structuring the collected data according 

to codes that are based on previous theory. Content analysis is viewed as objective and systematic in 

terms of reflecting content of communication (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). As different approaches exist, 

the collected data were analysed using deductive content analysis or also known as direct content 

analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; Elo & Kyngas, 2008). By using a deductive content analysis, 

researchers have the possibility to identify key areas to develop initial coding categories that were 

based on prior research and existing theory (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). As the pre-set questions in the 

focus group were categorized in the predetermined categories based on the conceptual framework, 

this approach was deemed as most suitable because in the other approach, inductive content analysis, 

categories are derived from the data during the analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). In a deductive 

content analysis a categorization matrix needs to be developed and the collected data are coded 

according to the categories (Elo & Kyngas, 2008). Therefore, the steps for the analysis were as follows: 

First, the video and audio data collected was fully transcribed (Onwuegbuzie et al., 2009). Secondly, 

these transcribed data was hand-coded by the researchers and sorted into following predetermined 

categories: criteria for beauty product choice, PCI (divided into CI and PI), COO of China, CE and 

purchase intention (Malhotra & Birks, 2007). Thirdly, the analysis of the collected data was based on 

interpretation of the meanings and functions of individuals’ action (Hollensen, 2011). The procedure 

of the analysis followed the principle of systematic, sequential, verifiable and continuous to reduce the 

potential bias of the authors (Rabiee, 2004). 

3.7 Trustworthiness 

Several measures were undertaken to achieve systematicity and transparency in the study (Meyrick, 

2006). A high level of transparency was pursued during the participant selection, data collection and 
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data analysis. Further, all focus group interviews have a similar structure to meet systematicity, which 

means that each focus group were semi-structured with pre-set questions and the same pictures were 

shown as well as using the checklist as a guideline throughout the whole focus group interview. 

Besides, to minimize the moderators’ bias it was attempted avoid close-ended questions, use open 

body language, positive attitude, accept cultural differences and create an informal environment 

(Saunders et al., 2009). Lastly, to increase the trustworthiness of the collected data, it is possible to 

listen to the recordings of all focus group interviews in case of misinterpretations (Saunders et al., 

2009). Additionally, the participants were assured that confidentiality and anonymity is preserved 

(Saunders et al., 2009).  

3.8 Reliability  

While answering the research questions, it is important to address the credibility of the research by 

paying special attention to validity and credibility of the study design. Reliability is referred as to the 

extent to which the data collection methods and analysis procedures will generate consistent findings 

(Saunders et al., 2009). According to Saunders et al. (2009), reliability can be assessed by considering 

whether same results be produced on other occasions, if performed by other researchers and whether 

the way how the sense was made from raw data is transparent. 

 

Robson (2002) suggests that while evaluating reliability, there might be errors and biases coming from 

both the participant’s and observer’s side. Seeking for higher reliability, it is important to ensure that 

the participants of the study are not affected by time or other environmental disturbances that can 

influence their answers. Participant bias may occur if the participants seek to provide the “good 

results” to researchers, or vice versa – do the reverse by answering lousily. Observer’s error is also 

possible in the study as two interviewers exist, therefore to minimize this error – a semi-structured 

questionnaire was used. Finally, considering the data analysis, the results can be interpreted in different 

ways, which can cause inconsistency and overall decrease in reliability. Furthermore, as qualitative 

research is about non-generalizability, the findings from this study is aimed to explore and get deeper 

insights into individuals’ perceptions and attitudes towards beauty products made in China (Saunders 

et al., 2009). 

3.9 Ethical Considerations 

The chosen data collection method, the focus groups, have several ethical considerations. Firstly, 

Malhotra and Birks (2007) stress that researchers face the ethical dilemma that can compromise the 

quality of the discussions, that is, revealing too much at the beginning of the study may put off 

important views from the participants. Secondly, it is important that research is guided by the 
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principles of respect for people, beneficence and justice (Orb, Eisenhauer & Wynaden, 2001). 

Therefore, the participants’ rights, such as being rightly informed about the study, having ability to 

freely decide whether to participate or not, right to withdraw must be honoured. 

 

When conducting focus group, the researchers emphasised consideration of following factors: 

obtaining trust from the interviewee, using appropriate language and attitude, interviewing in an 

appropriate location, and recording (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe & Jackson, 2015). Obtaining trust is of 

high importance, as failure in establishing it might lead to the interviewee providing socially desirable 

answers rather than his/her true feelings (Easterby- Smith et al., 2015). Therefore, all participants were 

ensured previous to the interview that they would be anonymous, that they did not have to answer 

any question they did not feel comfortable with. Furthermore, considerations regarding language and 

attitude include humility and sensitivity as an interviewer (Easterby, Smith et al., 2015). Therefore, the 

interviewers emphasised openness, curiosity and humility during the interviews.  
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4. Empirical Findings and Discussion 

 
The following chapter presents the findings of empirical research. As an outcome of the qualitative data collection, main 

patterns and themes are uncovered that leads to answering the research question. Findings are categorized by topics and 

relevant areas of research that were predetermined by the authors. The aftermath of the participants’ answer coding is 

summarized and later analysed using the frame of reference. 

 
Based on data collected from three focus groups, the findings of the research are sorted by the research 

topic that was decided upon before the primary data collection, namely criteria for choosing beauty 

products, PCI of China, which includes CI and PI, proximity, COO of China, CE and purchase 

intentions. The scope of information that needed to be obtained varied from area to area, therefore 

some topics are more particularized than others. 

4.1 Criteria for Beauty Product Choice 

As this paper is targeted towards marketers of Chinese cosmetic business and European retailers, it 

was an aim of researchers to dig deeper into various consumers’ criteria when selecting beauty 

products, having in mind, a fierce competition in European cosmetics market. To understand 

participants’ criteria for cosmetics, they were asked to discuss major influencing factors that determine 

their choice. 

  

Recommendations 

A majority of the participants rely heavily on recommendations from a professional in the area, namely 

cosmetician or a salesperson in the retail store. One participant stated: 

  

“I trust the products whatever the cosmetologist recommends because they usually sell the same 

products that they use for the treatments. They are very careful with choosing their product lines so 

I would definitely rate them as a higher quality.” (FG2P6) 

  

Most participants tend to base the decision on prior experience with the product while others are open 

to try new products. Additionally, it was found that the participants use media extensively (Instagram, 

product reviews online) or friend’s recommendations before making a purchase decision. It aligns 

with Weinswig’s (2016) study where it was discovered that millennial consumers use Internet and 

social media extensively before making the purchase. Controversially, few participants were doubtful 

about sales people’s advice or online product reviews. 
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Price 

In addition, the participants agreed that price is a crucial criteria for product choice, where high price 

indicates of superior quality of a cosmetic product. On the other hand, the participants agreed that 

well recognized brands charge for the marketing, which results in higher costs for the consumer. 

Therefore, the participants believed it is more sensible to choose less known brands or pay a little 

extra and obtain a real luxury product. Though consumers are aware that some companies, namely 

L’Oréal, owns many small brands for various segments that also confused the participants. To add, 

one of the participants acknowledged the lack value for money offered by one of the leading brands 

in the industry of cosmetics: 

  

“I think L’Oréal is getting so expensive nowadays. So I would rather step up one and take a little 

bit more luxury products just because L’Oréal products are so expensive.” (FG2P3) 

  

This also displays that millennials are indeed price conscious and have a strong judgement on how 

much a beauty product should be worth. A study by Meredith Corporation (2015) aligns with the 

finding of this research, confirming that millennials tend to rely mostly on recommendations from 

others and product price before making a purchase of a beauty product. 

  

Brand 

Having a positive prior experience with a beauty brand is a strong criteria for choosing a product, 

namely those brands that are perceived as of high quality. From the survey done during the focus 

group interviews, it was discovered that most frequently used brands for facial skin care is Nivea; for 

body care - Nivea, Body Shop and Dove; for makeup - L’Oréal, Maybelline and Dior. Some 

participants were very assured about a brand’s role in beauty product purchase: 

  

“I think the brand is very important. That’s what I usually go for when it comes to cosmetics 

because it’s something that makes you feel good. If you use the wrong one you just feel terrible. So, 

I always go for the brand. ” (FG2P5) 

  

Interestingly, L’Oréal and Nivea appeared to be mentioned in the conducted focus groups the most. 

The authors presume that it may signal about brands’ extensive online activities as well as presence in 

other traditional advertising channels, including printed media and television advertising. These 

companies seem to be a benchmark when comparing various beauty products as they have been in 

the market for long enough to establish a stable brand image in millennials. This could be challenging 
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for Chinese cosmetics brands as beauty brands from China are not yet known to European consumers 

and the participants’ choice of products are based on previous positive experiences with the brand. 

  

Design 

It was revealed that the participants prefer appealing design of the packaging, especially if it is clean and 

simple. Having a clear description of what the product does, why it is good and how to use it are the 

key elements on the packaging that affect the consumer’s choice. 

  

“I would look for the brands and I care how the product looks like, how they describe it on the 

“front page” of the products. If the description is good, then I can look on the backside how I can 

use the product. That’s more important for me rather than what's actually in the product. Because 

I have a feeling that it doesn’t matter which product it is. There will always be something bad in 

it. So I kind of lost the trust a bit in everything.” (FG2P3) 

  

Product Attributes 

It was indicated that some product attributes are crucial for product evaluation, specifically unique type 

of cues, such as sensitive skin, greasy hair or dark skin tone. Product ingredients appeared to be an 

important factor that helps to form a judgement. 

  

Smell and texture has also been determined as an important factor, where for facial products less 

perfume is preferred and body products are expected to contain a pleasant smell and absorb well in 

the skin. The participants expressed the preference towards generally less harmful products, namely 

alcohol, chemical and aluminium free as well as them not being tested on animals.  

  

“I would use not that commercial brands and go for something as natural as possible – with less 

alcohol, less chemicals that cause cancer.” (FG2P4) 

  

Quality Perception 

The participants were asked to name what signals about the high quality of a beauty product. The 

participants agreed that high price is the main factor, followed by the brand name and simple 

packaging. Secondary cue was the texture of a face product (skin care and makeup). Pharmacy brands 

are also perceived as of high quality whereas supermarket brands and a colourful packaging would 

have the opposite effect. The participants mentioned to look for natural ingredients, such as natural 

oils that indicate about the superior quality. To highlight this preference, here is a thought of a 

participant: 
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“I like a simple packaging that is clean and not so colourful. For example L’Oréal uses all these 

colours on packaging, while pharmacy brands are simple and clean and shows good quality.” 

(FG1P3) 

  

Shopping location and product accessibility are important aspects, where products sold in pharmacy 

or cosmeticians’ salon are perceived of high quality as the participants trust the service given there. 

However, the price expectations for beauty products sold in pharmacy or cosmeticians practice place 

are also high. Organic beauty shops are considered as a reliable location for beauty product purchase, 

though such places are not easily accessible across Europe, just like drug store chains. 

  

High versus Low Involvement Products 

It was acknowledged that facial products are more of a high involvement product while body care is 

a low involvement product. This is also reflected via the brands that the participants have named as 

their favourites - for facial care and makeup products more mid-end range to luxurious brands are 

preferred, while body product brands appeared to stand in mid- to low-end range. The participants 

claimed they spend most time researching on makeup and facial products, while all body products are 

quite homogenous. This confirms the FCB and Rossiter-Percy grid that some sub-segments of 

categories may switch between high and low involvement products depending on their attributes 

(Aaker et al., 2006). 

  

All things considered, it was observed that recommendations, price, brands, design, product attributes 

and accessibility are important criteria when choosing beauty products. However, it has become clear 

that price, previous experiences with the brand and the packaging design play a crucial role in 

determining the product quality. 

4.2 Product-Country Image of China 

To answer the second sub research question of how PCI contribute to the attitude formation towards 

cosmetics from China, it is necessary to understand how the participants perceive China as a country 

and the image of its products. For the discovery of PCI’s of China, participant’s results were coded as 

of cognitive and affective nature, sorting answers into the participants’ knowledge about China and 

their feelings towards the country. In the following, the findings are analysed according to the 

components of PCI as advised by Nebenzahl et al. (2003), which are cognitive (knowledge) and 

affective (emotions), followed by proximity, referred as conative (willingness to interact). As PCI 

comprises of CI and PI, the first part analyses the general CI of China followed by the PI of China. 
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4.2.1 Country Image 

General Country Image 

To begin with the participants’ general perception about China as a country, the findings validated the 

previous studies (e.g. Kreppel & Holtbrugge, 2012) and revealed that the participants have a negative 

CI of China. The findings showed that the beliefs held by the participants towards China are rather 

negative. They perceive China still as a developing or emerging economy due to following reasons: 

the majority of the participants associated China with cheap and mass production, poor working 

conditions, cheap labour, communist regime with undeveloped laws and issues with human rights. 

Besides, the participants feel that Chinese are not law abiding citizens, especially the employers, which 

is clarified by the opinion expressed by a participant: 

  

“I feel the laws in China are seen more like guidelines rather than actual laws. People just tend to 

do whatever they feel like. Sometimes I feel it affects the business side as well, so if you’re going to 

have a manufacturing in China, then you really have to look at them and have control over them, 

so that nothing is made cheating.” (FG3P3) 

  

The participants perceived China as a country that seems to predominantly strive for improving the 

economy by exploiting the power of cheap production. Further, the participants believe that China’s 

desire to make money is more important than investing in sustainability and decreasing pollution. 

Thus, it can be argued that this fact is another reason why the participants still consider China as 

undeveloped as the nature of the European businesses in terms of sustainability and environmentally 

friendly standards is preferred. The statement by FG2F5 stressed the opinion held by the participants 

who were especially concerned about careless working conditions and thoughtless attitude towards 

nature: 

  

“I think a lot about the conditions, about how things are produced in China. I think that they 

don’t really care about it too much and that is something I am really concerned about if I think 

about China. It doesn’t matter in which industry, you don’t really know what they do and how 

they treat the workers, how they treat the surroundings, the environment, and that is something I 

really care about. So, I’ve got the feeling that China is not caring much about pollution. They 

rather make money and export the products.” (FG2F5) 

  

Apart from that, the participants admitted that they have insufficient knowledge about China and 

there is a lot of information people do not know. For example, they did not speak about the level of 

technology development, but they have some information about the living standards, such as major 
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differences between classes, differences within the country due to diversity and country size. Some 

participants who already been to China experienced some of the differences in classes and within the 

country: 

  

“A lot of people and a lot of differences between classes like the working class and the middle class 

as well as the low class and the upper class. The differences are so large. On one side of the street 

there could be someone begging and on the other side of the street there is a multimillionaire driving 

a Porsche.” (FG3P3) 

  

It can be assumed that a vast majority of such knowledge by the participants is based on the 

information they receive from media and acquaintances, therefore it leads to incomplete judgement 

of the country, stereotyping and bias. As only 3 out of 16 participants has a first-hand experience with 

China, namely lived or travelled there, it would be interesting to see whether the perception towards 

China of the participants who have not had such contact would change. It has been observed that the 

participants who had spent some time in China appreciate China’s nature and diversity. The experience 

by FG3P3 summarizes and supported this interpretation and reveal some interesting insights: 

  

“I’ve been in Beijing a couple of times but I think it’s very polluted and I don’t like the town. [...] 

But in Shanghai the air is still not good but people are not as rude there. It’s more of a metropolitan, 

it’s a large city and a lot of things are happening in Shanghai. I think it’s very developing, very 

new and nice.” (FG3P3) 

  

Other knowledge about China include acupuncture, red colour dominance, great amount of people, 

Great Wall, nature landscapes and language difficulty.  

  

Controversial Picture of Chinese People 

After exploring the general perception about China as a country, it is also important to to understand 

the perception and feelings about Chinese people to get a complete view of the participants’ general CI 

of China. 

  

The findings illustrated a controversial picture of how the participants think of Chinese people. 

Chinese are considered as polite, friendly, quiet and shy people, which was mentioned many times by 

several participants. The statements of a participant highlighted that Chinese culture is extremely 

beauty oriented, caring about their appearance and desiring the white complexion. 
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“A friend of mine who actually lived and studied in China for I think half a year told me that 

they care about their look and how they appear to other people. [...]A lot of people get cosmetic 

surgeries, for example to get a double eyelid because they want to look European.” (FG3P1) 

  

Since few participants think that China is a very beauty oriented country, it could indicate that the 

participants might have different quality perception of Chinese beauty products. However, some 

opposing views were additionally expressed by the participants who already had prior experience with 

China (travelled or lived there), stating that Chinese are sometimes rude, messy, dirty, not very 

outgoing, loud (when communicating to other Chinese) and careless about hygiene. 

  

“I also have a bad experience when I was living in Leeds. My Chinese roommate was really messy 

and dirty and expected us to clean everything because this is how she is used to do at home since 

her family has a maid. That‘s the image I have of Chinese people but that‘s based on my own 

experience.” (FG1P3) 

  

In conclusion, the participants acknowledged that there is a difference between their perception 

towards people of Chinese origin who were born and raised in Europe and those who actually were 

born and raised in China. In particular, Chinese who adapted the living standard of Europe have a 

more positive impression of the participants’ attitudes, which implies that cultural difference is a 

critical aspect. 

  

Social Culture 

Further, the participants think that Chinese always work or study and rarely travel, as they are pushed 

to show performance, thus they are described as hardworking and ambitious. Respondents with prior 

experiences stated that they felt that Chinese people are different depending on where they from and 

live: 

  

“People in Shanghai are very different, they are more open, I think China is such a big country 

that they don’t really travel abroad, so they haven’t seen much of the world. So, that’s why they 

behave differently because they are not really used to other things.” (FG3P2) 

  

An interesting aspect was stated that the participants’ believe that Europeans take education for 

granted as they are convinced that it is easier for Europeans than for Chinese to obtain a higher living 

standard by obtaining an academic degree, hence they forced to work harder. Moreover, they perceive 

China with a strong hierarchy and acknowledged their collectivistic culture because they observe 

Chinese constant need to belong to groups. Based on the participants’ experiences, Chinese are not 



 

43 
 

keen on expressing their true opinions and are complicated to negotiate with since they tend to say 

what the other person wants to hear and are reluctant to saying “no”. 

  

Considering all these aspects, it can be argued that cultural differences contribute to a more negative 

feeling towards Chinese people. Additionally, it has been observed that all the participants have mixed 

feeling towards Chinese people but agreed that they had rather dissatisfactory experiences with 

Chinese, which shows that their attitude towards Chinese is more negative. Those participants who 

already been to China claimed that it is not possible to generalize the perception towards Chinese 

people because of the differences within the country. Yet the misunderstandings caused by cultural 

differences could be minimised if the situation would be looked upon as a compliance by both parties 

- an effort to adapt to European culture from Chinese people's side and openness and willingness to 

understand Chinese culture from Europeans’ side. This might lead to a more favourable attitude 

towards Chinese people. 

  

4.2.2 Product Image 

After establishing a view on how the participants perceive China as a country and what they think 

about the people, the following part explores the PI held by the participants.  

  

Product Quality Perception 

It seems that the participants have a negative PI of China as they emphasized that the production is 

more quantity-oriented rather quality-oriented. Thus, in terms of products made in China, they are 

perceived as plastic, fake, low quality and low-priced, which also confirmed previous studies on 

products originating from China (Chao et al., 2005; Giraldi et al., 2011; Kreppel & Holtbrugge, 2012). 

  

Another factor that contributes to the negative PI is the association with counterfeit production that 

also reflects the reality according to Kreppel and Holtbrugge (2012), who argued that Chinese 

companies’ reliance on copying successful inventions is still present. The fact that the participants 

expressed their disposition towards imitated products, it implies their mistrust and their negative 

attitude towards Chinese products. The participants’ awareness of the spread of counterfeit products 

was expressed by nearly all the participants and are shown in the following statement: 

  

“To be honest, low quality, cheap products, probably fake also, like not very original, they just saw 

it somewhere, copied it and put their price, so not a good impression.” (FG3P1) 
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Respondents stressed that a Chinese person is always able to obtain a pirated copy of anything that is 

not available at hand, which negatively affects how they perceive Chinese products, especially 

cosmetics from China. The following statement provides an explanation by a respondent: 

  

“If I think about products from China I have this experience. [...] They said they have copies of 

everything. So, that makes me afraid if I bought a cosmetic product, maybe it is just a cheap copy 

of a brand and not a real product. Probably, it has different ingredients and this is what I would 

expect.” (FG2P2) 

  

Nevertheless, the participants stated that they believe in Chinese manufacturers’ capability of 

producing high quality products, but only the fact that the circumstances dictate differently and are 

forced to maintain low cost production; consequently it affects the quality since people expect cheap 

products from China. This is summarized by the point of view of FG2P4, who claimed: 

  

“I think that China can produce actually really high quality products but people want cheap from 

China [...] I just think that for China it’s going to be really hard to get that high quality in general 

as of this stereotype because they produce from masses and cheap.” (FG2P4) 

 

Hence, it can be assumed that the participants’ attitudes towards Chinese products could change 

positively if Chinese manufacturers proved that they are capable of producing high quality products. 

  

Experiences with Product Quality 

Moreover, the participants confessed that they assume that nearly all products are made in China. 

Interestingly enough, they revealed that if European brands choose to produce its products in China 

and fail in quality, then it would have a negative impact on the brand itself rather on China as the 

participants think it is a brand’s responsibility to assure quality control. Brands like H&M, Dr. Martens 

or Primark were mentioned as examples that the participants had good and bad experiences with. The 

example by FG1P1 shows a positive experience which reflects the fact that brands, not the countries 

are responsible: 

  

“I own a lot of Dr. Martens shoes and some of them they are made in China, though the quality 

is really good because it is what's expected from the brand. It’s a UK brand, but some pairs that 

are made in Europe and China do not differ in quality. The company is responsible to check the 

production and see if it's good or not.” (FG1P1) 
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Although these brands will be affected negatively in case of a failure, it can be asserted that China, as 

the manufacturing country of these brands, would also be indirectly affected which could lead to a 

more unfavourable attitude towards Chinese products. Respondents also mentioned if they order 

products directly from a Chinese company online, they had bad experiences with long delivery times 

and the product itself, and have doubts whether the product would arrive and what they would actually 

receive. Some participants had similar experiences and stated the following: 

  

“Some years ago I actually ordered a set of makeup brushes, and they were made in China. They 

were sitting in the garage for one month because they were smelling so bad even though I washed 

them. I ended up throwing them away and buying more qualitative products.” (FG3P1) 

  

Further, the participants admitted that they are not familiar with their customer rights and regulations 

in terms of ingredients are unknown. Therefore, they would not order beauty products from China as 

they are afraid of receiving a different product than expected. 

 

“Especially with beauty products because I don’t know what kind of regulations they have. For 

example, can they put anything in it and just sell it? I also saw some face masks online that are 

pretty much the same that you can also get it here. I would still pay more and get it here than order 

it from China. I would freak out if I would get something totally different.” (FG2P6) 

  

All these concerns showed that the participants mistrust Chinese companies, their customer service 

and products. The researchers assume that the dissatisfactory experiences regarding beauty products 

strengthen their negative image towards cosmetic products in particular. This could lead to avoidance 

of purchasing Chinese goods to prevent disappointments. Apart from the negative aspects, the 

participants confessed that the Chinese product quality is decent for low involvement products, such 

as kitchen appliances or clothes. This finding aligns with previous studies such as a study by Maronick 

(2015), who argued that China could move to a more favourable PCI and a more positive perception 

of product quality (e.g. Yunus, & Rashid, 2016). As the participants were satisfied with those products, 

it indicates that perceived high quality is different for product categories. 

  

All findings considered, the participants generally perceived the quality of Chinese products as low, 

yet, there are some other product categories that are perceived as decent. Therefore, it can be 

concluded that how consumers favour Chinese products depend on the product category, which also 

confirmed the study by Roth and Romeo (1992) that all products from a country could be perceived 

differently. Even though the participants have limited experiences with beauty products, there is a 
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glimpse of light for many other beauty product categories to form a more positive PI as many Chinese 

cosmetic brands are yet unknown to European millennials. 

4.2.3 Proximity 

As a result of the participants’ perceived PCI towards China, the proximity, which refers to one’s 

willingness to interact or relate with the country, is analysed in the following. By asking the participants 

whether they would like to travel to China and what they think about having a Chinese neighbour, the 

researchers strived to understand their willingness to interact with the country. The findings showed 

that the majority have agreed that they would consider travelling to China. Whereas some are not 

interested in travelling to China because the country is not a travel destination for them, even if it was 

closer to Europe. 

  

Some participants are more open towards China and learning more about its culture, while others are 

not interested in establishing any contact points. This could be the consequence of bad prior 

experiences with Chinese people. Interestingly, the participants would rather travel to neighbouring 

territories, Japan or Hong Kong, which indicates that Mainland China is a less attractive travel 

destination and the participants seem unwilling/reluctant to interact with it. However, some stated 

that the issue for not travelling to China is the travel distance, thus, if China was closer to Europe they 

would consider to go as it can be a few days’ trip rather than lengthy vacation. This could mean that 

there might be a possibility to shift a person’s attitude into a more positive one. 

  

“If you could go there just for a few days and take a look how it is then I would be definitely 

interested to see it.” (FG3P4) 

  

With regard to the question about having a Chinese neighbour, it can be said that vast majority agreed 

that they would not be disturbed by it. Nevertheless, if they were to share an apartment together with 

a Chinese person, they would rather keep distance because of unpleasant previous experience. Since 

some participants have very negative experiences or perception towards Chinese, their willingness to 

relate to or interact with Chinese is relatively low. Interesting enough, some participants were 

influenced by the unfavourable experiences shared by the participants within the focus group, which 

lead to same feelings towards living together with a Chinese. 

  

“Living together maybe not, because what I heard is that everybody complained about their 

cleaning.” (FG2P2) 
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To summarize, mixed feelings regarding willingness to interact have been observed. Respondents are 

not refusing to establish any contact points with China though they would rather keep the distance 

when possible due to unpleasant experiences. 

  

Based on the analysis of the PCI of China and proximity, it can be summarized that the participants 

of this study have a more unfavourable attitude towards China. Generally, they associated Chinese 

products with low quality, cheap, counterfeit products apart from some exceptions (e.g. kitchen 

appliances). This is mainly because of previous unpleasant experiences and also due to stereotyping. 

Since the participants have a more negative PCI, it would have an influence on the product evaluation. 

As Nagashima (1970; 1977) argued, CI is not static but can change over time so it can be assumed 

that China has the chance to improve its PCI by building strong brand, focusing on product quality 

and putting more effort into marketing strategies to counteract the unfavourable PCI. 

4.3 Country of Origin of China 

The previous chapters revealed the current PCI that the participants hold towards China as a country, 

and it lays the foundation for understanding the attitudes towards COO of China which is further 

discussed. 

  

Product Evaluation and COO 

To reflect the criteria of beauty product choice pointed out by the participants, researchers seeked to 

examine the applicability of these factors to existent Chinese products in the market, especially 

whether the “Made in China” labelling of these cosmetic products will influence their perception. 

Therefore, the participants were asked to evaluate six Chinese beauty products that were shown to 

them during the focus group interviews. The Table 4.1 illustrates the key findings of the participants’ 

evaluations. 
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Table 4.1. The participant’s evaluation on shown examples of Chinese products.  

 

Products The participants’ product evaluation

The facial cream was perceived as very appealing and sophisticated because of the clear and minimalistic 
packaging design. While some considered the Chinese signs as disturbing, others perceived that it adds 
value to the product. Further, the participants associated the product with Chinese medicine and organic 
ingredients. It was suggested to find the facial cream in either supermarkets or drugstores. The participants 
agreed that the price of the product could be in the middle range and the perceived quality of the product 
was relatively high. It was also mentioned that it could be more of a high end product. All the participants 
were likely to purchase the facial cream.

“I like the name Herborist. It looks awesome, very clean and nicely packaged, also quite sophisticated.“ 
(FG1P5)

“It looks appealing for me as well. It looks like a combination of something like a European organic 
product with a Chinese medical health care product.” (FG2P5)

The product was mainly considered as having an unattractive packaging design, especially because of the 
transparent lid. Only two participants perceived the design as appealing. The small Chinese signs were not 
distracting. Further, they perceived it as a typical “drugstore lipstick”. While the majority agreed that the 
lipstick is of low quality (not long lasting, not pigmented), others would evaluate the lipstick as a high-end 
product (lasting, pigmented, nice texture). Nevertheless, all agreed that the price will be relatively low. 
Also, the participants did not like the colour of the lipstick itself. Those who perceived the product as low-
end would not buy the product, while others would give it a try.

“For me it looks kind of cheap, the packaging is very shiny. Probably it’s not the best lipstick you can 
buy.” (FG1P1)

“Just looking at the packaging, I think it looks pretty upscale. I think about Shiseido, I think the font makes 
me think about Shiseido. I know Shiseido is pretty high end brand.” (FG3P3)

All the participants agreed that the design of the packaging was not appealing due to the Chinese signs, 
insufficient description (only “body care”), unattractive colour and that they associated the product with a 
baby product. They would compare it with Nivea products but still think it is a cheap alternative that can 
be found in a discounter store. In addition, it was said that they would be careful to use it due to unknown 
ingredients. It was mentioned several times that scent is the most important product attribute for the 
participants in this case.

“For me it looks like Nivea, so I would maybe buy it, also because it is for body and I don’t care so much. 
But it doesn’t look that expensive. The colour combination is a bit weird.” (FG3P2)

“I think that is something that you can buy in the supermarket.” (FG2P2)

The product was seen as a counterfeit of „Miss Dior Cherie“ perfume. Therefore, it was perceived as 
cheap, low-end and low quality, where design of the bottle does not align with the label. Apart from that, 
the participants generally liked the design, thought it was ladylike and would possibly buy it if the smell 
and price are reasonable, disregarding it being fake. They could see it being sold in some Asian markets, 
though in general Chinese perfumes is an unexpected discovery.  

“I wouldn’t normally expect perfume from China, I would never think about “hey let’s buy Chinese 
perfume”. The packaging itself looks attractive but it depends on smell.” (FG1P1)

“I think they took the design, put some cheap stuff and then sell it under the design. You can buy it in the 
markets.” (FG2P5)

The participants expressed that the design of the packaging in terms of spray function is unusual and looks 
like it could be something else rather than deodorant. However, because of its organic, herbal and natural 
look they would be willing to try it as it may be of better quality. The participants agreed that the 
packaging looks expensive, trustworthy, reminding of Lancôme or Clinique brands and liked the colour 
combination. However, they were distracted by the Chinese symbols. The participants would expect to see 
this product in a pharmacy but some would be discouraged to buy it because it is a spray.

“Normally, I buy the same deodorant but maybe because I am used to this traditional packaging and if I 
saw this one then I would be willing to try. It’s interesting because it looks natural and maybe better for 
your skin” (FG1P1)

“It would be good to have some explanation on it if it would come to Europe because it is not something 
very usual.” (FG2P5)

This product was regard as a cheap and low quality product, mainly because of the big Chinese symbols on 
the package. Therefore, it is not clear for a European consumer as there is no description about its function 
and could be another product than a toothpaste. The participants considered this design as unattractive, 
especially the green colour makes it look chemical or poisonous.

“It looks like something that you use for your garden because it is green and it feels like you use it for 
something else.“ (FG3P3)

“It also looks cheap, it needs to have information of what it’s good for. Now I can’t associate it with 
anything.” (FG1P1)

6. Toothpaste

1. Facial cream

2. Lipstick

3. Body lotion

4. Perfume

5. Deodorant
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 (Source: Compiled by the authors) 

 
It can be observed that the least appealing products are perfume, body lotion and toothpaste. Key 

reasons for this evaluation are unattractive packaging design, insufficient product description, 

associations with counterfeits and perceived low quality in terms of product attributes. These reasons 

reflect the criteria that are important in their beauty product choice. The most appealing products are 

the facial cream and the deodorant, mainly due to the clear and simple design that signals about high 

quality. Thus, the participants expressed that they are more likely to purchase these products and, as 

observed earlier, such design signals about high quality of a product. It is reasonable to state that the 

quality perception of the products given to evaluate might differ if the participants had the opportunity 

to touch, smell and feel the products physically. 

  

Further, the participants of the study has confirmed Han’s (1989) implication. Namely, if consumers 

are not familiar with country’s products, they will attempt to access CI to infer product quality, serving 

as a halo effect. Based on focus group discussions and especially when the participants were asked to 

evaluate the provided products, it has been observed that the participants processed the COO cue 

using the halo effect. Due to the fact that some participants were not familiar with any Chinese 

cosmetic products nor have any knowledge about China’s expertise in the cosmetics industry, they use 

CI to assess the product quality of cosmetics. 

 

Products The participants’ product evaluation

The facial cream was perceived as very appealing and sophisticated because of the clear and minimalistic 
packaging design. While some considered the Chinese signs as disturbing, others perceived that it adds 
value to the product. Further, the participants associated the product with Chinese medicine and organic 
ingredients. It was suggested to find the facial cream in either supermarkets or drugstores. The participants 
agreed that the price of the product could be in the middle range and the perceived quality of the product 
was relatively high. It was also mentioned that it could be more of a high end product. All the participants 
were likely to purchase the facial cream.

“I like the name Herborist. It looks awesome, very clean and nicely packaged, also quite sophisticated.“ 
(FG1P5)

“It looks appealing for me as well. It looks like a combination of something like a European organic 
product with a Chinese medical health care product.” (FG2P5)

The product was mainly considered as having an unattractive packaging design, especially because of the 
transparent lid. Only two participants perceived the design as appealing. The small Chinese signs were not 
distracting. Further, they perceived it as a typical “drugstore lipstick”. While the majority agreed that the 
lipstick is of low quality (not long lasting, not pigmented), others would evaluate the lipstick as a high-end 
product (lasting, pigmented, nice texture). Nevertheless, all agreed that the price will be relatively low. 
Also, the participants did not like the colour of the lipstick itself. Those who perceived the product as low-
end would not buy the product, while others would give it a try.

“For me it looks kind of cheap, the packaging is very shiny. Probably it’s not the best lipstick you can 
buy.” (FG1P1)

“Just looking at the packaging, I think it looks pretty upscale. I think about Shiseido, I think the font makes 
me think about Shiseido. I know Shiseido is pretty high end brand.” (FG3P3)

All the participants agreed that the design of the packaging was not appealing due to the Chinese signs, 
insufficient description (only “body care”), unattractive colour and that they associated the product with a 
baby product. They would compare it with Nivea products but still think it is a cheap alternative that can 
be found in a discounter store. In addition, it was said that they would be careful to use it due to unknown 
ingredients. It was mentioned several times that scent is the most important product attribute for the 
participants in this case.

“For me it looks like Nivea, so I would maybe buy it, also because it is for body and I don’t care so much. 
But it doesn’t look that expensive. The colour combination is a bit weird.” (FG3P2)

“I think that is something that you can buy in the supermarket.” (FG2P2)

The product was seen as a counterfeit of „Miss Dior Cherie“ perfume. Therefore, it was perceived as 
cheap, low-end and low quality, where design of the bottle does not align with the label. Apart from that, 
the participants generally liked the design, thought it was ladylike and would possibly buy it if the smell 
and price are reasonable, disregarding it being fake. They could see it being sold in some Asian markets, 
though in general Chinese perfumes is an unexpected discovery.  

“I wouldn’t normally expect perfume from China, I would never think about “hey let’s buy Chinese 
perfume”. The packaging itself looks attractive but it depends on smell.” (FG1P1)

“I think they took the design, put some cheap stuff and then sell it under the design. You can buy it in the 
markets.” (FG2P5)

The participants expressed that the design of the packaging in terms of spray function is unusual and looks 
like it could be something else rather than deodorant. However, because of its organic, herbal and natural 
look they would be willing to try it as it may be of better quality. The participants agreed that the 
packaging looks expensive, trustworthy, reminding of Lancôme or Clinique brands and liked the colour 
combination. However, they were distracted by the Chinese symbols. The participants would expect to see 
this product in a pharmacy but some would be discouraged to buy it because it is a spray.

“Normally, I buy the same deodorant but maybe because I am used to this traditional packaging and if I 
saw this one then I would be willing to try. It’s interesting because it looks natural and maybe better for 
your skin” (FG1P1)

“It would be good to have some explanation on it if it would come to Europe because it is not something 
very usual.” (FG2P5)

This product was regard as a cheap and low quality product, mainly because of the big Chinese symbols on 
the package. Therefore, it is not clear for a European consumer as there is no description about its function 
and could be another product than a toothpaste. The participants considered this design as unattractive, 
especially the green colour makes it look chemical or poisonous.

“It looks like something that you use for your garden because it is green and it feels like you use it for 
something else.“ (FG3P3)

“It also looks cheap, it needs to have information of what it’s good for. Now I can’t associate it with 
anything.” (FG1P1)

6. Toothpaste

1. Facial cream

2. Lipstick

3. Body lotion

4. Perfume

5. Deodorant
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It can be claimed that China has a fairly negative PI among the participants of this study. As indicated 

earlier, most of the given products were evaluated as low quality which also confirms previously found 

the product unattractiveness of Chinese products (Kaynak & Kucukemiroglu, 2001; Kreppel & 

Holtbrugge, 2012). However, the findings in the product evaluation process during the focus groups 

showed that some products were perceived as high quality products. Yet again, it indicates that 

especially Chinese cosmetic products have a potential to obtain a more favourable image of quality 

perception compared to other industries or product categories. Aside from that, the participants also 

stressed that they would rely on product attributes, such as ingredients, packaging, brand, experience, 

design and price. As findings showed that other product attributes are of high importance in product 

evaluation, this aligns with Johansson et al. (1985), as COO effect is less significant when various other 

attributes are adopted. 

  

Developed or Developing Countries 

To obtain better understanding on consumer perceptions, the product preference on developed and 

developing countries is explored. Respondents agreed that for facial products, as high involvement 

products, they seek to buy products made in developed countries. Indeed, this confirms that in high 

involvement products COO plays an important role in consumer purchase decisions (Rebufet et al., 

2015; Lin & Chen, 2006). On the contrary, for low involvement cosmetics, the importance of COO 

would decrease once other extrinsic cues are present (smell, design, price) (Ahmed & D’Astous, 1995) 

as it would happen with beauty products for body. For some participants the significance of COO 

depends on the product category or a brand, while others did not have a particular interest whether 

the product was manufactured in a developed or emerging economy. Namely, one participant stated: 

  

“I don’t have a certain country in my mind that I know for sure that it is going to be good quality 

in beauty products. So, I just assume that all European countries have a pretty good quality. I 

actually don’t care much which country in Europe.” (FG2P6) 

  

Importance of COO and “Made in” Label 

The participants were asked to express how much they care about product’s COO and whether they 

pay attention to the “Made in” label. A majority have stated that they rely on the brand and COO is a 

factor of less importance. However, consideration of COO becomes more important when the brand 

is unknown, nevertheless, yet again the participants tend to associate it with country of brand rather 

than what is written on the label. The outcome of focus groups discussions have revealed that the 

participants have a strong sense of country of brand, which uniforms their perception towards beauty 

product manufacturers. Phau and Prendergast (2000) argued that the role of CI is replaced by country 
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of brand and serves as database of attributes that consumers accumulate over time. As this research 

shows, consumers do indeed associate specific brands with a particular level of quality, leaving CI as 

a secondary source of information. Namely, the French cosmetics company L’Oréal is perceived as a 

high quality brand as consumers know that France has a high level of expertise in cosmetics. This 

becomes a main emphasis on consumer decision disregarding the reality where the actual product was 

manufactured. Additionally, brands explicitly carry specific locations of countries to brand names this 

way manipulating the COO construct as country of brand does not change when country of 

manufacture is relocated (Phau & Prendergast, 2000). As the participants mentioned, companies such 

as Maybelline New York, L’Oréal Paris and Rimmel London by default provide cues that products 

were manufactured respectively in the US, France or the UK. To illustrate that, a couple participants 

stated: 

  

“If Dior made products in France and China, and some Chinese brand would produce in China, 

I would go for Dior made in China. So for me it‘s the country that I associate a brand with.” 

(FG1P1) 

  

“I am aware that most brands don’t come from the same country that the products are made. But 

people usually associate that the brand is from France, so the product is from France. They don’t 

think that it probably comes from somewhere else. But I still wouldn’t check it myself.” (FG2P6) 

  

Hence, the participants attach the brand to the country where the it originates from, although they 

also admit that they are often tricked into how brands manage to hide the real origin of manufacture.  

 

France was perceived as having a high expertise in the beauty industry while China’s capability of 

producing high quality cosmetics remains unknown: 

  

“I wouldn’t be concerned when it’s from France because they have a good reputation, they do a lot 

of research and has expertise regarding cosmetics. I would be more critical if it comes from China 

because I don’t know a lot about this market and their skincare expertise. I'm especially critical 

when it comes to face, for body maybe not so much.” (FG2P1) 

  

The label importance on the product depends on product category. As the study of Rebufet et al. 

(2015) claimed, if facial cosmetics are labelled as “Manufactured in China”, but “Designed in France”, 

consumers will still perceive the product as of lower quality. Facial skincare products and makeup fall 

into the same high involvement product category, and it was discovered that the participants of the 

study do not relate country of design of cosmetics to country of manufacture, but rather country of 
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brand to country of manufacture. The finding of the study is in sync with the study of Rebufet et al. 

(2015), where product attributes such as packaging and price remain as primary elements. Though this 

research also revealed that brand itself, product ingredients and previous positive experience with a 

cosmetic product are also significantly important. Additionally, companies may manipulate 

consumers’ perceptions towards COO as they have the power of deciding upon the product’s roots 

(Brodowsky & Meilich, 2004) by decomposing the COO construct (Rebufet et al., 2015; Srinivasan et 

al., 2004), where, as confirmed by the participants of this study, consumer is left confused. Likewise, 

Chinese firms try to hide “Made in China” labelling by outsourcing manufacturing elsewhere to hide 

the weak image of China (Leonidou et al., 2007). In both cases it seems to confuse the end consumer. 

  

Many participants also admitted that they never checked the “Made in” label on beauty products as 

they believe that the origin of the product does not affect their skin. It is more important that product 

attributes are satisfactory (natural ingredients, no alcohol, no perfume, no palm oil and no testing on 

animals). 

  

“I look for natural products but so far I don’t think it depends on the COO. I never check that 

(COO). Just from the appearance like what is on the front side and I evaluate it whether it is 

organic or not.” (FG2P2) 

  

Attitudes towards COO of China 

The participants agreed that the cult of beauty, in terms of being obsessed about looking one’s best 

and matching socially accepted beauty standards, is strong in Asia. The participants pointed out that 

COO is never highlighted on the beauty products and they have no specific associations or clear 

reputations towards specific countries in terms of cosmetics, except for France. On the other hand, 

the participants admitted that currently everything is made in China and criticized its massive 

production. Thus, how COO is perceived depends on whether one has a positive or negative 

experience with the product from a particular country, but also on the attitude towards that country. 

Nevertheless, the fact that a product could be made in China would be unpleasantly surprising. 

  

“I think in terms of cosmetics, people don’t have this big association with different countries. Maybe 

some do, like you have with China because you have very bad associations. But if you think about 

different countries, you associate it more with the production of products but not in terms of 

cosmetics. You have no idea, whether Turkey, Hungary or Germany is a good or bad country.” 

(FG2P2) 
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In addition, it was an interest of the researchers to know how the participants’ would feel if they saw 

that their currently owned beauty products were made in China. A majority of the participants claimed 

that they would not be surprised, while others were more leaning towards indifference to COO. The 

participants also mentioned that it highly depends whether other options are available at the time of a 

purchase, product category and product purchase location. They also feel sceptical towards Chinese 

beauty brands and claimed that they would not buy any beauty products from China. However, a few 

participants stated that they are relatively open towards purchasing products from China, taken into 

the consideration what is known about the country. 

  

Some participants also acknowledged that they would feel differently if the beauty company would 

originate from Europe, but produce in China, as they are convinced that people do not research 

enough themselves and therefore it is easy for companies to trick the consumer by using brands names 

when it comes to COO. The Respondents also admitted that they would feel tricked if the product 

was expensive and later found out that it was produced in China. The Respondents also agreed that 

scandals could influence their perception towards Chinese manufacturers of beauty products, 

especially regarding animal testing. One participant was extremely concerned: 

  

“We cannot see everything. That is the problem, they produce in China but my product is supposed 

to be not from China but I don’t know. […] You think you buy good and ethical products but 

they cover up so much and kind of make you disappointed in a brand. I think countries who test 

on animals are nothing I want to go for. They kind of trick you.” (FG2P5) 

  

In summary, the findings of the present research is aligned with previous studies that the “Made in 

China” label is still perceived negatively because of low quality (Schniederjans et al., 2004; Wu & Fu, 

2007). Although some participants associated France with high levels of expertise in cosmetics, the 

results of this study also reveal that there are no clear reputation of countries as beauty product 

manufacturers. However, a few participants associated Germany as a country with expertise in 

pharmaceutical cosmetics. Though literature states that France is often associated with cosmetic 

manufacturing (Okechuku, 1994), this mostly applies to the luxury cosmetic segment (Rebufet et al., 

2015). It is suggested that emerging countries such as China develop their own expertise and apply 

innovation to establish skilful manufacturing (Rebufet et al, 2015). This implies that every country has 

the potential to establish a strong image in the cosmetics industry. 
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4.4 Consumer Ethnocentrism 

High versus Low Ethnocentric Tendencies 

Continuing with consumers’ ethnocentric tendencies, the findings revealed varied results. The 

participants were asked to evaluate whether they prefer buying products that were made in their own 

country to assess consumer ethnocentrism. Some participants preferred to purchase products from 

their home country (Germany, Finland or Sweden), the Nordics or any other developed European 

country, while neglecting Southern Europe and Balkan production, it can be argued that those 

participants have higher ethnocentric tendencies. 

  

“For me the northern countries like Sweden, Norway, Denmark, Germany, Austria, 

Switzerland, Netherlands count together. [...] Southern Europe and Balkans are different.” 

(FG3P4) 

  

Therefore, these participants expressed that they would prefer cosmetic products from Germany or 

Sweden rather than from China, which can be seen in the statement made by a respondent: 

  

“When it comes to face cream, I would totally buy Swedish cream. But Swedish products are little 

bit more expensive than the rest and the quality is pretty much the same. So, I would also buy 

Nivea, for example. I feel like many Swedish companies are like “Oh, we are coming from Sweden” 

and they just make a normal product. Then they put a premium price on it because people think 

Sweden is so good. But actually it is just a normal cream.” (FG3P3) 

  

The view of FG2P2 showed that the reason for the participants’ preference is not due to nationalistic 

reasons, but rather due to the level of development and perceived positive PCI of their own county. 

  

“I would feel very good about buying products from my own country, Germany, because I also 

associate it with good quality. They pay attention not to test it on animals. [...] I would trust that 

they produce it in an environmental friendly way. That’s why I would probably go for German 

products if I can choose between a German and a similar product from somewhere else.” (FG2P2) 

  

This finding reflects previous studies who argued that consumers from more developed countries are 

more likely to buy products made in their own country than produced in less developed countries 

(Bilkey & Nes, 1982; Al- Sulaiti & Baker, 1998; Ahmed et al., 2004; Walley et al., 2014) because of the 

level of development of those countries (Lu Wang & Xiong Chen, 2004). 
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Quality Perception of Home Country versus China 

When asking the participants to compare the quality between products from Chinese and their home 

country, all agreed that it totally differs. Though they agree that quality of products originating from 

developed European countries are on a similar level. Generally products from developed countries 

are perceived more positively compared to less developed countries like China, especially when it 

comes to cosmetics. The following statement illustrates the participants’ point of view regarding the 

quality between their home country and China: 

  

“For me, I would associate Germany with good quality and I have no idea about the quality of 

cosmetic products in other countries. So, I’m just insecure about the reputation and quality, that’s 

why I would just go for German products.” (FG2P2) 

  

Additionally, it shows that the participants would evaluate product quality from countries with similar 

cultures (Germany, Sweden and Finland) as more positive, which is also shown in previous studies 

(Lantz & Loeb, 1996; Watson & Wright, 2000). The findings of a study by Hamin and Elliott (2006) 

argued that consumers from less developed countries would evaluate products from developed 

countries as more qualitative. Since one participant (FG3P2) revealed that she would not prefer 

products from her home country (Spain) as her quality perception of Spanish products are relatively 

low, she would prefer to buy products from foreign countries who are perceived as more developed. 

This implies that she has weak ethnocentric beliefs. 

  

In addition, the other part of the participants stated that they do not prefer products from a specific 

country as they rely more on the brand or the product attributes than originating country, which means 

that they have low ethnocentric tendencies. 

  

“It is about the brand. I don’t care about country of origin. Because you can set up production 

anywhere and you can steer it from anywhere.” (FG3P3) 

  

Prior studies (Sharma et al., 1995; Evanschitzky et al., 2008; Cumberland et al., 2010) found out that 

the effects of CE are depending on product categories, which means that those participants with weak 

ethnocentric beliefs could be more open to cosmetic products from China. Moreover, the findings 

showed that the preference for products from the home country is not due to normative beliefs such 

as protecting the home economy, but rather due to perceived positive image of the country and its 

products. 
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4.5 Purchase Intentions 

The participants were given a task to write a product review on the Chinese beauty products they have 

been shown before to determine their purchase intentions. The reviews revealed that the participants 

perceived Chinese cosmetic products as similar to ones made in Europe (facial cream, lipstick and 

deodorant). Additionally, often it was mentioned that Chinese products is a cheaper option of 

products containing natural ingredients and Chinese medical herbs, promoting a decent value for 

money and therefore they expressed the willingness to purchase these beauty items. Moreover, for 

higher participant engagement with the task, they were asked to rate the products by giving them stars, 

in which 1 represents poor, and 5 stands for high evaluation of the provided cosmetic products. In 

total it was calculated that the rating was above average (about 3.1 stars out of 5), which indicate that 

the overall perception towards Chinese cosmetics is rather positive which interestingly contradicts 

with the finding. The contradiction lies in stressing the ingredient importance, envisioned low price, 

low quality and unknown brands, though quality is still evaluated as decent. One respondent stated: 

  

“Chinese products are good if you want to find cheap products. The quality was good overall, very 

similar to European products, but I am not sure about the ingredients and if it is really good or 

not for your body.” (FG2P2) 

  

On the other hand some participants had an opposite opinion, arguing that ingredients are doubtful 

and products are cheap, fake and somewhat of low quality. Respondents expressed a low purchase 

intention because of unattractive packaging design, unfamiliar Chinese symbols on the packaging, 

unknown brands, lack of trust and high level of prejudice towards Chinese production. 

  

As the brands are unknown to European consumers and do not possess any image in consumer’s 

brand perceptions, it interrupts the purchase intention (Samiee et al., 2016). Researchers acknowledge 

that purchase intentions might have been assessed very differently if the products had been physically 

available for testing and evaluating during the focus groups interviews. 
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5. Conclusion 

 
The literature overview has provided this study with a complex conceptual model that served as a crucial foundation for 

analysing the empirical data. The analysis have uncovered major trends and patterns that exist in the light of COO of 

China. This section embodies the logics behind the main research question - what are the attitudes of millennials towards 

cosmetic products which are made in China? The authors later acknowledge the opportunities for further research and 

provide this paper’s target audience with managerial implications. 

 
This study aimed to examine the attitudes that female European millennials possess towards COO of 

China in respect to the cosmetics industry. The extensive review of existing COO literature has 

revealed that COO of China is perceived negatively, yet contradictory views were found to be present 

that points towards the idea that the attitudes are changing. Thus, this paper underlined the importance 

of COO in the light of cosmetics as Chinese beauty companies are on the rise, anticipating to enter 

the European markets. The strength of this study lies in exposing the current outlook on European 

consumers’ attitudes which have appeared to be generally unfavourable towards Chinese COO. 

  

By establishing a conceptual framework that explored the main area of interest, this study provided a 

revised basis for comprehending the attitude formation towards COO. The conceptual framework 

presented an effective tool for answering the sub-questions that were supportive to addressing the 

main research question - What are the attitudes of millennials towards cosmetic products which are made in China? 

5.1 Reflecting on the Research Questions 

The authors of this study strived to fulfil the purpose of this research by systematically answering the 

interrelated sub-questions that would essentially answer the main research question. 

  

Firstly, to reflect on the first research sub-question, this study has uncovered European consumer’s 

criteria for a selection of beauty products. 

  

What are the most important criteria of European consumers when selecting a beauty product? 

  

The results indicated that consumers heavily rely on recommendations, price, brand, design, product 

attributes and product accessibility when deciding upon cosmetic product choice. In addition, price, 

previous experience with the beauty brand and packaging design appeared to be the critical factors 

that determine the quality of the product. 
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Continuing with next research sub-question, PCI’s contribution towards attitude formation towards 

cosmetic products made in China has appeared to be a fundamental factor. 

  

How does the product-country image of China contribute to perceptions and attitude  

formation towards cosmetics made in China? 

  

Taken together, the results of this study indicated that consumers still have an unfavourable PCI of 

China. The underlying reasons behind this negative attitude are the participants’ country related 

associations that include violation of human rights, pollution and cultural differences. These 

associations lead to a negative overall CI and are not only based on stereotyping and prejudices, but 

also on personal negative experiences with China as a country. Further, it has been found that the PI 

of China is perceived as more negative than positive. This is due to the participants’ low quality 

perception of Chinese products, knowledge about counterfeit production and unpleasant prior 

experience with products originating from China. However, the findings demonstrated that these 

product quality perceptions are different among product categories (Roth & Romeo, 1992). 

Consequently, it is reasonable to interpret that the participants’ experiences lead to lower willingness 

to interact with China, though contact points will not be completely refused. 

  

Further, the findings showed that the perceived negative PCI of China influences how consumers 

evaluate products, in particular Chinese cosmetic products. Since the participants were unfamiliar with 

cosmetic products from China, they applied the halo effect by using PCI of China in assessing the 

product quality, which is consistent with the previous study of Han (1989). In general, with some 

exceptions, it was shown that Chinese cosmetic products are evaluated as of low quality, which reflects 

their perceived PI of China. Therefore, the negative PCI of China contributes to attitude formation. 

However, the findings provided some considerable insights that some products are perceived to be of 

higher quality. Besides, contradictory views exist regarding the importance of the “Made in” label in 

cosmetics. While some attach more importance to the label, others rely on the brand or other product 

attributes, such as ingredients or design. Interestingly, the participants assess COO of a beauty product 

using knowledge of country of brand. Based on the participants’ unpleasant experiences with other 

products from China, they would feel disturbed and displeased by the “Made in China” label. The 

most surprising finding from this study is that no country seems to have an established reputation in 

consumers’ mind regarding cosmetics production expertise. This could increase the chance for China 

to become one of the experts in the cosmetics industry.  
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Finally, the last sub-question addressed the relation of COO to CE towards intention to buy cosmetics 

from China. 

 

How does country of origin relate to consumer ethnocentrism towards intention to buy  

cosmetics made in China? 

  

The findings demonstrated that preference of home products is primarily based on positive image of 

the home country, its products and level of development rather than eagerness to protect one’s home 

economy. In addition, this study has confirmed previous research that countries with similar cultures 

are perceived more positively quality-wise (Lantz & Loeb, 1996; Watson & Wright, 2000). This 

discovery is linked to the purchase intentions of Chinese cosmetics which appeared to be low because 

of unattractive and incomprehensive packaging, unknown brands, mistrust and high level of prejudice 

towards Chinese products. 

 

Considerable insight has been gained with regard to COO of China following the chain of sub-

questions, which has led to the answer of the main research question: 

  

What are the attitudes of millennials towards cosmetic products which are made in China? 

  

This study provided further evidence that the greater part have a more negative attitude towards 

“Made in China” label on cosmetic products, with few exceptions. As highlighted by Solomon et al. 

(2012), the negative attitude towards COO of China can be changed if one or both components of 

attitude will be addressed, namely emotion and cognition. 

  

In a broader sense, since China is one of the global players in international market and is successful in 

conducting business in other industries than cosmetics, the question arises whether the negatively 

perceived “Made in China” label has ever posed a problem for China. Having that in mind, 

international companies still utilise the low cost production opportunities in China and majority of 

consumers continue to purchase products originating from China even though they complain about 

the low product quality. In this study, as it has been observed that the participants recognize that 

nearly all products are made in China, but claimed that most of people do not realize it. However, for 

cosmetic products COO seem to be relevant as the participants expressed concerns about ingredients 

because cosmetics psychologically and physically affect one’s body. 
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5.2 Managerial Implications 

As the target entities for this research are both Chinese cosmetic companies and European beauty 

retailers, the findings have several important implications, which can be applied by marketing 

managers of both parties. 

  

Starting with the essentials, the crucial part of neutralizing the relatively negative findings of the study 

is to focus on the marketing mix strategies. Regarding the product itself, this study revealed that 

consumers have high trust in Asian medicine and natural herbs as product ingredients. This could 

potentially work as an advantageous product attribute when applied properly in relation to packaging 

that would favour the taste of European consumer – clean and simple. This study presented that 

European millennials perceive countries in Europe to have a similar level of quality, thus a 

collaboration with a European brand could be of advantage. It may become a game changer if the 

COO concept is deconstructed, presenting the manufacturing and branding in China, but determining 

design, assembly and other activities in Europe.  

  

Continuing with the price, it may be challenging for Chinese companies to counter the image of cheap 

production. However, entering the mid- to high-range, or even luxury segment of cosmetics may 

evoke a turnaround in the consumers’ perceptions towards PCI. As this study discovered, higher price 

of the cosmetic product is associated with superior quality. Therefore, it is suggested to develop a 

suitable positioning strategy for Chinese companies to compete with other global cosmetic players. 

For instance, Chinese cosmetic companies could position themselves as a high quality cosmetic 

manufacturer, offering natural cosmetic products with a fair value for money. In addition, it is 

recommended to highlight the positive COO associations, such as Chinese traditional medicine, 

natural herbal ingredients, as the findings of this study revealed that such attributes add value to the 

product.  

  

This study displayed that consumers have a particular perception of the place where the beauty 

products are being bought. Namely, the beauty products that are available at the pharmacy is perceived 

to be of higher quality. Therefore, it is suggested that Chinese cosmetics manufacturers pay more 

attention to choosing selling locations as it contributes to overall perceived quality of the product.  

  

Having in mind that millennials are a digital generation who have extensive access to information 

online, it is crucial for both Chinese companies and beauty retailers to promote their products digitally. 

Millennial generation researches about products online, make purchases online and browse social 

networks greatly, therefore as a last part of marketing mix, the promotion online should be considered 

as much if not more as promotion offline. Moreover, factors such as not testing on animals and 
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fundamental principles of sustainable business, such as labour conditions and environmental 

friendliness, should be addressed. 

  

Finally, this paper disclosed that consumers associate COO with country of brand as beauty 

companies promote the brand’s location in an extremely apparent way, which is a noticed practice in 

the industry (e.g. L’Oréal Paris or Maybelline New York). Consequently, it is advisable to focus on the 

positively perceived locations in China, such as Shanghai, and use them to the Chinese brands’ 

advantage. This could distract consumer from the negative overall image of China. On the other hand, 

it may be a complicated bureaucratic issue for the brands to counteract the legality of such 

implementation as it directly promotes city branding. 

 

Therefore, the findings revealed that there is a glimpse of light for Chinese companies to positively 

influence the attitudes of consumers who possess a neutral perception of “Made in China” label. 

 

For the finishing note, authors believe that the quote of one of the participants illustrates the hopeful 

nature of this study: 

  

“Chinese products do not necessarily have to be of low quality. “Made in China” can still be 

good quality, but caution might be needed to evaluate the product further.” (FG1P1) 

  

Chances are that consumers could miss out on cosmetic products of superior quality only because of 

their prejudice. By overcoming the negative bias, foreseeing the positive aspects of China and being 

more open towards booming country’s economy, consumers may want to give it another shot. 

 

Lastly, the results have to be interpreted and treated with caution, having in mind that this study is of 

qualitative nature and used a purposive sample.  

5.3 Ethical and Social Impact of Findings 

Turning to the impact of the findings, the authors acknowledged that the findings of this study have 

ethical and social impacts. The study topic addressed the attitudes of individuals towards China and 

its products, which turns out to be rather negative. The question arise whether it is considered to be 

an ethically correct behaviour to discriminate a product just because of its origin. The findings showed 

that the participants viewed Chinese products as cheap, low quality, plastic, fake and non-

environmentally friendly, yet this could have an impact on the society where people influence one 

another. Further, European consumer seems to appreciate the ethics of sustainable and govern 

business that complies with environmental, legal and societal terms, such as proper working 
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conditions, control over pollution and equal human rights. Therefore, the findings reflected that these 

concerns are indeed disturbing. Yet the consumers may have little interest towards further 

considerations of Chinese companies’ activities, as majority of information on mentioned factors are 

not understandable because of language barrier. Therefore, society can only assess the facts that media 

provides which is not always a complete picture of reality. 

  

Another societal issue arise when it comes to the findings about the perception towards Chinese 

people. As results demonstrated, the participants have a more negative image of Chinese people, which 

could have societal impacts leading to stereotyping all Chinese people and cultural discrimination. This 

is also reflected when the participants stated that they would not be bothered to have a Chinese 

neighbour, however, they prefer to keep the distance. 

5.4 Future Research 

This research has brought to the attention many intriguing areas where this study could be elaborated. 

The findings suggest the following opportunities for further research: 

  

This study focuses on attitude formation among European millennials. Further research may want to 

investigate other relevant countries as millennials from other markets might have different perceptions 

and associations towards COO of China. Moreover, the study is limited to females only. Since the 

grooming industry in Europe is on the rise, male European millennials would be an interesting target 

group for a follow-up study. In addition, other generations could be considered as different age groups 

could have different opinions and experiences. 

  

Given that the sample consists of business students who have a certain level of knowledge in 

international marketing, the researchers propose that further research should select consumers who 

have the knowledge of an average consumer in business-related topics. To add, future work could also 

concentrate on those consumers who already have experience with Chinese cosmetic brands to see 

whether attitudes would change positively or negatively. The findings of the study primarily aimed to 

understand attitude formation towards COO of China, hence another research should be conducted 

to validate the results and to identify patterns and trends for those reasons by using a representative 

sample by exploiting the quantitative research. Having in mind the study’s limitation in terms of 

restricted time to access all available data, further work could contribute to expand the conceptual 

framework by exploring additional components. 

  

Since China competes with other Asian countries, it would be interesting to compare COO of China 

with other Asian manufacturers. Further experimental investigations could explore, for instance, COO 
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of Japan or COO of Korea as these countries have been known for their cosmetic. Japan seems to 

have expertise in cosmetics as the famous luxury brand Shiseido is well known in Europe and is seen 

as a competitor for Chinese cosmetic brands. 

  

The authors acknowledged that the cosmetic products provided during the product evaluation were 

not physically available. Future research could conduct a similar study that provides test samples of 

Chinese beauty products. It would be curious for the authors to see whether the attitudes towards 

COO of China would be different. 

  

In this study, purchase intention was used as a variable. However, since a qualitative approach was 

applied, it did not measure purchase intention. Future research could examine and measure purchase 

intention and add other variables, such as brand attitude and purchase decision, to further investigate 

whether consumers would actually purchase Chinese cosmetics. Especially, exploring brand attitude 

of Chinese cosmetic brands would be recommended, as the findings revealed that the participants rely 

primarily on the brand. For instance, the Chinese cosmetic brand Herborist already exists in the 

European market and it would be of interest to see European consumers’ perception of the product 

quality knowing it is originating from China. 
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Appendices 
Appendix 1. Focus Group Interview Guideline and Checklist 
Focus group interview guideline 
 

1. Welcome 
a. Introducing ourselves, snacks and refreshments; 
b. Ice breaker; 
c. Purpose of research; 
d. Confidentiality and anonymous; 
e. Ground Rules:  

i. You can withdraw from the focus group at any time; 
ii. Please do not interrupt the moderators and other participants; 
iii. If you do not understand the questions, feel free to ask us; 

f. Test camera and recorder as well as ask for permission to record and film; 
g. Information about the time frame: 1.5-2 hours; 
h. We want YOU to do the talking; 
i. There are no right or wrong answers; 
j. What is said in the room stays here; 
k. Survey for demographics (age, occupation, nationality, favourite beauty product brands).  

 
2. Question Guide and Topics: 
 
General probing questions: 

● Can you talk about that more? 
● Help me understand what you mean 
● Can you give an example? 
● Can you elaborate? 

 
1. Product categories 
a. When you want to buy a product for your face or body, what do you look for? Can you tell us what 

the most important things are when you choose beauty products/cosmetics? Do you have different 
criteria for facial and body items? 

b. How do you know about product quality? What are the cues? 
c. On which products you spend the most time? 

 
2. Product-Country image: China 

 
a. Now we want to talk about China. Can you tell us what do you know about China? Do you have any 

prior experience with China in terms traveling, people, friends, studies, food?  
b. What do you think about China as a country? Do you think China is a more developed or developing 

country?  
c. How do you feel towards Chinese people? Can you tell us about some experiences with Chinese 

people? 
d. What do you think about products from China? Can you give us some examples about positive 

experiences or disappointments that you have with Chinese products?  
e. Would you mind if you had Chinese family as your neighbour? What would you say if you would live 

next to a Chinese neighbour? Would you consider travelling to China more if it was closer to Europe? 
f. How would you describe China in 3 words/adjectives? 

 
3. COO of China  

a. Showing participants pictures of following products (print copy): 
i. Facial Cream; 
ii. Lipstick; 
iii. Body Lotion; 
iv. Perfume; 
v. Deodorant; 
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vi. Tooth paste. 
b. Imagine you go to a store and see these following products. How would you evaluate these 

products assuming that they are made in China? What do you think about their design, how 
do you imagine their quality or price to be? 

c. Do you care if particular beauty product/product category comes from developing country? 
Why? 

d. How much do you care where the product comes from? Are you aware of where the brands 
come from? How often do you check “Made in” label?  

e. Are you aware of that you own some beauty products made in China? If yes, can you provide 
us with some examples? 

f. How does it make you feel if you see a “Made in China” labelling on a beauty product? 
4. Consumer Ethnocentrism 

a. Do you prefer buying products produced in your home country? Why? Are there any specific 
products? Is it also applicable for beauty products?  

b.  
c. How does the quality differ from your home country and China? 

5. Purchase Intentions 
a. Scenario: You recently bought products seen in pictures.. Please write a short product review 

for a friend and whether you would recommend it or not.  
 
 
 

Done Topics  

 Introduction 

 Product Categories  

 1. Product evaluation (criteria for quality, brand, price, COO, location) 

 2. High or low involvement (face/body) 

 Product-Country Image 

 1. Prior experiences and knowledge with China (Travel, Food, People) 

 2. Country image: Knowledge and feelings about China (Development phase, people, proximity) 

 3. Product image: quality perception 

 COO of China 

 1. Show pictures 

 2. Evaluation of given products 

 3. Products from developing countries 

 4. Ownership of Chinese beauty products 

 5. “Made in China” label effect 

 Consumer Ethnocentrism 

 1. Product preference for home country or China 

 2. Product Quality: Home country vs China 

 Purchase Intention 

 Scenario 

 Summary and thank you’s 
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Appendix 2. Consent 

 

Appendix 3. Survey 
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Appendix 4. Product Images 

 

Appendix 5. Review Form 
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Appendix 6. Participant Profiles 

FG1 Age Nationality Occupation Face care Body Care Make up 

FG1P1 24 Dutch Student Rituals Rituals, Fa, Dove, Nivea, 
Garnier 

- 

FG1P2 23 Finnish Student Rosenserien Dermasil, Rexona, Dior, 
Calvin Klein, Loreal, Lush, 
Nivea 

Rimmel, Maybelline, 
Loreal 

FG1P3 26 German Student Eucerin, Vichy Bodyshop, Dior, Rexona Mac, Loreal 

FG1P4 22 Dutch Student Vaseline Vaseline, Nivea, Andrelon, 
Rituals 

DM, Maybelline, 
Loreal 

FG1P5 23 German Student Aveda, Vichy Nivea, Chanel, Dove Maybelline, Astor, 
Benefit 

FG1P6 22 German Student Alverde Alverde, Chanel, Herbal 
Essences 

Dior, Estee Lauder 

FG2P1 23 German Student Eucerin, Nivea, 
Body Shop 

Rituals, Eucerin Clinique, Body Shop 

FG2P2 26 German Student Nivea, Balea Nivea, Balea Maybelline 

FG2P3 26 Swedish Student Kiehl’s, Aco Body Shop, Biotherm ID bare minerals, Dior, 
Chanel, Clinique, Max 
Factor 

FG2P4 27 Latvian Student Dr. Organic, 
Nivea, Himalaya 

Dr. Organic, Nivea, 
Himalaya 

Dr. Organic, Nivea, 
Himalaya 

FG2P5 23 German Student Bdr Nivea, Alnatura Benefit 

FG2P6 25 Finnish Student Lumene, 
Dermalogica 

Nivea Kanebo, Lumene, YSL 

FG3P1 24 German Student Dermasence, 
Avene, La Roche 
Posay 

Nivea Makeup Revolution, 
L’oreal, Catrice, Astor, 
Manhattan, MAC 

FG3P2 23 Spanish Student L’oreal Nivea Kiko 

FG3P3 24 Swedish Student Nivea, Chanel Bath and Bodyworks, 
Helosan 

Too faced, Tarte, 
L’oreal, MAC, 
Maybelline, Anastasia 
Beverly Hills, Urban 
Decay, Lipstick Queen 

FG3P4 25 German Student Nivea, Garnier Lavera, Nivea, Dove Maybelline, Clinique, 
Alterra 

 


