LUND UNIVERSITY

School of Economics and Management

Consumer Perception of Brand Image:
Country of Origin and Country of Ownership
in Electric Vehicle Brands

by
Linnéa Bjorck & Meiru Lu

May 2019

Master’s Programme in International Marketing and Brand Management

Supervisor: Andrea Lucarelli
Examiner: Annette Cerne



Abstract

Title: Consumer Perception of Brand Image: Country of Origin and Country of Ownership in
Electric Vehicle Brands

Date of the Seminar: 2019-06-05

Course: BUSN39 Degree Project in Global Marketing
Authors: Linnéa Bjorck & Meiru Lu

Supervisor: Andrea Lucarelli

Keywords: Consumer Perception, Country of Origin, Country of Ownership, Brand Image,
Electric Vehicles

Thesis purpose: To reveal how consumers perceive the brand image of electric vehicles (EV) in
the aspects of COO and COOW. That is to expand the understanding of COO and COOW in
consumer perceptions and to offer insights to the EV industry from the consumer’s perspective.

Methodology: A digital research was conducted on digital sites to explore consumer perceptions.
Six EV brands with different COO and COOW compositions were researched. This study adopted
a qualitative research strategy with an abductive approach as it aims to extend understandings of
COO and COOW and enhance the theoretical framework in consumer perception.

Theoretical perspective: The study mainly based on theories in the field of brand image, country
of origin, country of ownership, and consumer perception.

Empirical data: The data is qualitative and observational, collected from online sites.

Conclusion: Firstly, different mostly-valued perceptions are found among the domestic,
mixblood, and foreign brand categories in rational and irrational consumers. Secondly, the
perception of COO and COOW varies in the three brand categories and the different perceptions
between COO and COOW can be distinguished mainly in mixblood brands. Thirdly, the
interrelationship among cognitive, affective, and normative perceptions is observed and varies
according to consumer rationality.
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1. Introduction

1.1 Background

In recent years, the industry of electric vehicle (EV) has been discussed widely and it is emerging
with high development potential (Hertzke et al., 2018; BloombergNEF, 2019). Global EV sales
have been increasing annually since 2010, in particular, it reached a new high of 2.1 million units
in 2018, which was 64 % more than that in 2017 (Irle, 2019). The EV market provides a lot of
opportunities and the global EV sales are predicted to increase to 4.5 million units in 2020,
accounting for about 5 percent of the overall global light-vehicle market (Hertzke et al., 2018). EV
is considered to be more environmentally sustainable as there is no emission of toxic and
greenhouse gases compared with traditional diesel or petrol vehicles (European Environment
Agency, 2018). Thus, EV is highly promoted and supported by governments and organizations
around the world (Zhou et al.,, 2015), for example, the European Commission (European
Commission, 2019).

The fast development and latent potential of the EV market have led to the establishment of a
variety of EV brands. Some of the EV brands are created by well-known established players in the
traditional automobile industry, while some are new start-ups (EV Rater, 2019; wattev2buy,
2019a). Other companies co-create or establish new EV brands together through cross-border
mergers and acquisitions aiming to compete in the EV market. For example, the German brand
Daimler formed a joint venture with the Chinese automobile manufacturer BYD to create an EV
brand, Denza (Denza, n.d.); and National Electric Vehicle Sweden (NEVS), which is a new EV
brand founded upon the acquisition of SAAB automobile from Sweden, is now owned by the
Chinese company Evergrande (NEVS, 2019a). Research in cross-border mergers and acquisitions
(cross-border M&As) shows that cross-border M&As are frequently adopted by a large number of
companies as an important strategy to enter a foreign market, to learn dynamically from a foreign
culture, and more importantly, to strategically create values (Shimizu et al., 2004). In this way,
companies aim to obtain critical resources such as knowledge and technology and gain access to
markets (Shimizu et al., 2004). Particularly, in the automobile sector, the accessibility to
innovation capabilities can be the critical reason to acquire other companies (Yakob, Nakamura &
Strom, 2018).

Furthermore, a large volume of online discussions about EV is ongoing. In particular, the recent
news of Evergrande’s acquisitions of NEVS and Koenigsegg, and Tesla’s new factory in China
stimulate a lot of online discussions on the country of origin (COO) and country of ownership
(COOW) of EV brands. Evergrande is one of the largest companies in China and it has recently
acquired Koenigsegg and NEVS, which are Swedish automobile companies (NEVS, 2019b;
Yvkoff, 2019). Meanwhile, Tesla is building a factory in China and aims to operate in the second
half of 2019 (Cheng, 2018). The frequent changes and quick development of the EV industry,
along with the cross-border M&As are stimulating perceptions and reactions among consumers



towards COO and COOW, making it interesting to look into how consumers perceive the COO
and COOW of EV brands.

1.2 Thesis Outline

This research begins with an introduction chapter consisting of the research background,
problematization, previous research, the research question and aim, followed by a literature review
including brand image, COO, and COOW. Afterwards a theoretical framework is introduced
which serves as a ground for the research. This is followed by an introduction of the
methodological approach, research strategy and chosen brands. Further, it is explained how the
data is collected and analyzed before presenting the research analysis and discussion around it.
Lastly, key findings are highlighted in conclusions, where our contributions, theoretical and
managerial implications, limitations, and suggestions for further research can be found.

1.3 Problematization

More and more cross-border M&As are taking place in the EV industry. Cross-border M&As are
closely related to a brand’s COO and COOW as they may cause changes to a brand’s COOW and
influence consumers perception of the brand’s COO (Chung, Youn & Lee, 2014). Brand origin is
the place, region or country that a brand is perceived to belong to by its customers (Thakor &
Kohli, 1996). According to this definition, COO is one kind of brand origins, and we see COO as
the country to which a brand is perceived to belong in this research. On one hand, COO influences
the consumer perception of product quality (Li & Wyer, 1994), perceived value (Salzer-Morling,
2010), and brand attitude (Aaker, 1991), while affecting consumer brand evaluation and consumer
purchasing behavior (Watson & Wright, 2000; Adina, Gabriela & Roxana-Denisa, 2015). On the
other hand, other factors, such as the product category (Roth & Romeo, 1992) and the development
status of a brand’s origin country have effects on consumer COO perceptions as well (Manrai,
Lascu & Manrai, 1998; Batra et al., 2000).

As for COOW, the “owned by...” cue is defined as “who owns the firm that makes the product,
and also brings into play the perceived nationality of that firm” (Mort & Duncan, 2003). Based on
this definition, we see COOW in this research as the perceived country where a brand’s owner(s)
come from, meaning that even for brands with bi-national owners, the COOW is the one that
consumers perceived to be. Positive or negative attitudes can be developed by consumers towards
it depending on the level of brand ownership and consumer-country disidentification (Chang et al.,
2014). Cross-border M& As may change a brand’s perceived COOW, as the brand has one country
of origin but other countries of ownership. In this case, cross-border M&As change the nationality
of the brand owner and can alter consumers’ knowledge of COO thus brand perception (Chung,
Youn & Lee, 2014). When changing the COOW, for example, a premium brand previously has
superior COO images but now owned by companies with inferior COO images, highly loyal
customers could develop negative perceptions towards the inferior new owner (Chung, Youn &
Lee, 2014). Research in the premium automobile sector also shows that when changing COOW,
consumers are confused about the perceived brand image (Johansson et al., 2018).



Despite that the existing research in COO and COOW show that the two attributes can affect
consumer perception in different ways, there is still a lack of study regarding COO and COOW in
the EV sector. Not only that the research of COO and COOW in combination is limited, but also
that the research of consumer perception in terms of COO and COOW for EVs is at scarce. Facing
the fact that an increasing number of companies adopt cross-border M&As in order to take
advantage of a brand’s COO while changing its COOW, the EV industry is transforming greatly.
As a result, more and more new EV brands are emerging with mixed COO and COOW.
Meanwhile, the EV market is blooming and showing its great potential. Although COOW is treated
as one area in COO studies, in this situation, the COOW of EV brands should be emphasized,
taken out separately, and put alongside with COO to explore how the two are perceived by
consumers, in order to provide explanations for the phenomenon and further to offer insights for
the development of EV industry. However, no study from the consumer’s side has been conducted
to see the consumer perception of COO and COOW of EV brands yet.

Further, the context is a significant element in product-country image studies. The image of
product-place is highly context-dependent; thus, it should be interpreted in the market context and
the consumer culture (Askegaard & Ger, 1998). The context of this research is the chosen Chinese
EV market and the Chinese consumers as China’s EV market is developing rapidly with a great
volume. China is a global leader in the EV segment with a larger EV market than Europe and the
United States combined (Hertzke et al., 2018). The Chinese government has been nurturing the
EV market through a series of beneficial policies, generous subsidies and incentives, resulting in
an estimated more than 500 EV startups in China (Berman, 2019). The Chinese EV market is
developing fast and has expanded 72 percent in 2017, with domestic EV brands taking up around
94 percent share and dominating the Chinese EV market. The Chinese EV market is dominated by
low-end, entry-level models and most of EVs range from about USD 22,000 to USD 30,000
(Trivedi, 2019). It is predicted that China will lead the global EV market by accounting for almost
50% sales in 2025 (Hertzke et al., 2018; BloombergNEF, 2019). The blooming EV industry in
China with a variety of EV brands acts as a good example and the research context, while its
relatively developed EV market provides the capacity and possibility to study how COO and
COOW influence consumers perception of EV brands.

1.4 Previous Research

Previous COO research reveals that COO affects brand evaluation, perception, and purchasing
behavior, and can be analyzed from a three-level perspective: cognitive, affective, and normative
(Verlegh & Steenkamp, 1999; Watson & Wright, 2000; Balabanis & Diamantopoulos, 2011;
Adina, Gabriela & Roxana-Denisa, 2015). In cognitive perception, COO acts as an indicator of
product quality; In the affective aspect, COO provides emotional and symbolic product meanings
such as social status enhancement or pride (Adina, Gabriela & Roxana-Denisa, 2015); As for the
normative perspective, highly ethnocentric consumers prefer brands that are in line with their own
personal values (Watson & Wright, 2000; Adina Gabriela & Roxana-Denisa, 2015). Further,
consumers see products differently in terms of quality and social status according to the
development status of the origin countries (Manrai, Lascu & Manrai, 1998; Batra et al., 2000). But



a “match” between COO and the product category association is required to avoid negative
spillover effects, and the type of product linked with its COO is crucial (Adina, Gabriela &
Roxana-Denisa, 2015). In particular, for new products, consumers focus more on COO as an
extrinsic cue such as brand name and country of origin, rather than the intrinsic attributes, such as
design and outlook of these products (Michaelis et al., 2008). It means that as new brands cannot
provide familiarity for consumers, product knowledge and COO familiarity become more
significant for consumers and thus for new brands (Adina, Gabriela & Roxana-Denisa, 2015).

Former research shows that COO have an effect on how consumers perceive brands, but how the
COO affect consumer perceptions in the EV category is still less known. EV is a rather new sector,
although previous COO research has established quite a lot in different product categories, limited
research has been conducted to explore if the COO effects, in general, are similar in the EV
category.

Further, COOW is a less developed area compared with COO, and there are even fewer studies in
COO that takes out the element of COOW then combines with COO. COOW is viewed to belong
to the field of COO study and as one of the COO cues (Mort & Duncan 2003; Cheah & Phau,
2015). However, Mort and Duncan (2003) identify the existence and importance of the “owned
by...” cue (COOW) in consumer preference formation and its difference from the country of
manufacture as a traditional COO cue. They found that some cues appeal to be more valuable to
consumers in some segments. With the significance of COOW, they point out that the study of
COOW should be shed light upon and be included in the academic field of COO.

The differences between COOW and COO signify a brand’s bi-nationality (Cheah & Phau, 2015),
which is the case of different COO and COOW among EV brands nowadays. Moreover, COOW
can influence consumer’s attitude of the brand when there are great differences in political and
economic systems between the owner’s country and the perceived origin country (Cheah & Phau,
2015). In fact, some major EV brands in the Chinese market have origins from developed countries
but owners from developing countries, in which great differences exist in cultural and political
systems. However, little research has been conducted to further explore whether COOW influences
consumers perception towards EVs and how COOW and COO can affect the brand image in the
EV market.

Thirdly, research of EV from the consumer’s perspective is at scarcity, and most of them fall into
exploring consumer attitude (Larson et al., 2014) and EV adoption behavior (Rezvani, Jansson &
Bodin, 2015; Li et al., 2017; Jansson, Nordlund & Westin, 2017). However, there are various EV
brands emerging in the market nowadays while companies actively applying mergers and
acquisitions to establish new EV brands, resulting in changing EV brands’ COOW. Given the
emergence of EV brands with different countries of origin and ownership, there is still little
research to study how COO and COOW can affect EV brands’ image and what is consumers’
perception towards the establishment of EV brands with different COO and COOW. Finding out
the rationale from the consumers’ perspectives can be of interest to gain deeper insights of COO,
understand the companies’ decisions, and provide implications for the future development of the
EV market.



1.5 Research Question

In light of the limitations in previous research and the new circumstances in the EV market, this
study takes the EV market of China and Chinese consumers as examples to study the consumer
perception of EV brands that consist of different COO and COOW. The question to be researched
is:

How do Chinese consumers perceive the image of electric vehicles (EV) brands in terms of country
of origin (COO) and country of ownership (COOW) in the Chinese EV market?

1.6 Research Aim

Facing the rise of the EV market, the great potential of EVs, and the blooming emergence of EV
brands consisting of varied COO and COOW, this study aims to uncover how consumers perceive
the brand image of EVs in terms of COO and COOW. First and foremost, this research targets to
expand the understanding of COO and COOW in consumer perceptions; secondly, it aims to offer
insights to the EV industry from the consumer’s perspective. To reach this aim, this study will: (a)
provide comprehensions on how consumers perceive the COO and COOW by choosing EV as
studied product category and the Chinese EV market as the study context, (b) uncover the most
valued perceptions in each brand category of COO and COOW and reveal the relationships among
different types of perceptions, and (c) based on this study, present suggestions to scholars in the
field of COO and COOW studies, to high management and marketing professionals in
international companies, and to government officers in the area of new energy and sustainable
development.

1.7 Intended Contributions

The intended contributions of this study are threefold. Firstly, it intends to contribute to enrich the
limited literature of COO and COOW on consumer perception by taking out the COOW element
and putting together with COO. Secondly, it will possibly be the first to look into the area of COO
and COOW in EV consumer studies, thus, to supply the EV industry with more diversified
consumer insights. Thirdly, it can provide specific understandings of the Chinese consumers and
the Chinese EV market, which benefit companies that aim to expand into this market.

This research will also offer multiple significant managerial implications. For marketing
professionals, this study enhances their understandings of consumer perception in the area of COO
and COOW and gives them practical implications of utilizing COO and COOW cues in the conduct
of international marketing. For EV brands, the comprehensions of how consumers see their origin
country and the owner’s country can help them to make full use of the perceived advantages and
avoid disadvantages in business strategy making and daily operation. In this way, it further
facilitates EV brands to establish a more positive brand image and gain greater brand equity. For
the parent companies, it assists them to assess the mergers and acquisitions before making
decisions, and evaluate or adjust the decision afterwards, while contributing to facilitate the high



management’s strategic thinking. For policymakers, a better understanding of consumer
perception conduces to promote the adoption of EVs and the advocation of sustainable
development.



2. Literature Review

This chapter introduce previous research and literature in the field of brand image, COO, COOW,
and consumer perception with the research aim to contribute to these fields. Based on the related
theories, a theoretical framework is created to guide the data collection and analysis later on.

2.1 Brand Image

Previous research on the brand image has acknowledged the concept as being a central part of
marketing (Keller, 1993). Although researchers have had difficulties in defining brand image,
Keller (1993) defines it as “perceptions about a brand as reflected by the brand associations held
in consumer memory” (Keller, 1993, p. 3). A vital part for brand image creation is that a brand
node has been established in consumers’ memory and that the nature of the brand node affect how
information can be attached to the brand in the consumers’ memory (Keller, 1993). Both symbolic
and functional brand beliefs form the perception of brand image (Dobni & Zinkhan, 1990). These
perceptions of brand image can be emotional or reasoned perceptions that consumers attach to a
brand (Koubaa, 2008), and the brand image helps consumers to process information and
differentiate the brand (Aaker, 1991).

The brand associations held in consumers’ memory are defined as ‘‘[...] the category of brand’s
assets and liabilities that include anything ‘‘linked’” in memory to a brand’’ (Aaker, 1991, p. 15).
According to Keller (1993), when the associations are strong, unique, and favorable, a positive
brand image evolves. He also points out that brand associations can take different forms and play
an important role in the decision-making processes, especially for high involvement purchases.
Brand image and country image can differ. Country image is ‘‘the overall perception consumers
form of products from a particular country, based on their prior perceptions of the country’s
production and marketing strengths and weaknesses’” (Roth & Romeo, 1992, p. 480). Country
image (from where a brand originates or is manufactured) affect consumers’ brand image
perceptions (Koubaa, 2008). Previous research has proven the significant effect of COO
information on the brand image (Takhor & Kohli, 1996; Manrai, Lascu, & Manrai, 1998;
Balabanis & Diamantopoulos, 2011).

2.2 Country of Origin

Consumers are daily faced with various product information through advertising, packaging,
branding, and other sources that will help them in their decision making (Verlegh & Steenkamp,
1999). The stimuli form preferences and can also evoke feelings and emotions regarding products.
Consumers do not only evaluate products based on their intrinsic attributes such as shape, design,
color etcetera, but also on their extrinsic attributes such as price, brand name and country of origin
(Manrai, Lascu & Manrai, 1998; Herz & Diamantopoulos, 2017). Country of origin (COO) is a
complex stimulus that affects consumer behavior, and Dichter (1962) argues that COO may have
a “tremendous influence on the acceptance and success of products” (p. 116). Further, Schooler
(1965) defined that the “made in...” label has an effect on product evaluation, and he established



the country-of-origin effect that has been researched to a great extent after that. However, COO is
no longer purely the “made in” label but rather a concept consisting of many sub-components such
as country of design, manufacturing, and assembly that are evaluated differently by consumers
(Essoussi & Merunka, 2007).

2.2.1 Country of Design

The country of design is one part of COO that is valued by consumers, especially for publicly
consumed goods as they can serve as status symbols and a way to portray the consumers ideal self
(Essoussi & Merunka, 2007). Li, Murray and Scott (2000) argue that it is considered to be the most
important part of COO when consumers are evaluating a product’s symbolic and functional
attributes. Country of design is also seen to have an impact on perceived quality, particularly
noticeable for emerging markets according to Essoussi and Merunka (2007). In the automobile
industry, Hamzaoui and Merunka (2006) found that the country of design actually has a significant
impact on perceived quality.

2.2.2 Country of Manufacture

The image of the country where a product is manufactured is considered more important than
where it is designed, and the country of manufacturing is also seen to be the most influential aspect
over a products perceived quality (Essoussi & Merunka, 2007). This can be explained by
consumers associating countries with their field of excellence (Niss, 1996) where a match between
the country of manufacturing and the country being superior in this field can be beneficial for the
evaluation of the product (Hamzaoui & Merunka, 2006). The country of manufacturing
information influences the product evaluation to an even greater extent when it is not the same as
the country of design, according to Hamzaoui and Merunka (2006).

For automobiles, country of manufacture is the most prominent aspect of COO and has the biggest
impact on consumer perception (Fetscherin & Toncar, 2010). Country of manufacture information
and brand origin can be congruent or incongruent, hence affecting consumer perception and
attitudes differently. If the brand origin and country of manufacture are congruent (e.g. Sony
product made in Japan), the brand image is perceived as coherent and influences the attitudes of
the consumers positively (Hui & Zhou, 2003). If the information is congruent, adding “made in...”
does not add any value to consumers evaluation and attitude towards products (Leclerc et al.,
1994). However, if a known brand is manufactured in a less renowned country than its brand
origin, the information will result in more negative attitudes and evaluations, especially for brands
with high brand equity (Hui & Zhou, 2003).

2.2.3 Country of Assembly

Country of assembly information only communicates the last step in the production process of a
product (Li, Murray & Scott, 2000). Although, country of assembly is one aspect affecting
consumers’ evaluation of products’ quality dimensions such as reliability, conformance and



performance (Li, Murray & Scott, 2000). The authors further state that country of assembly can
affect the perceived “prestigiousness” of a product depending on the assembly country. Acharya
and Elliott (2001) concluded in their research that the country of assembly is an attribute of great
importance in consumers decision making processes. They also concluded that when companies
shift their assembly to a less developed country with lower costs this may result in negative country
of assembly effects. Further, they state that for high involvement purchases, such as cars, country
of assembly can be considered more important than the brand image (Acharya & Elliott, 2001).

2.2.4 Brand Origin

Compared with COO, brand origin is another concept that is more closely related to the brand
itself. Brand origin refers to the origin cues being integrated into the brand image, which means
that brand origin does not change with the relocation of manufacturing or assembly (Thakor &
Kohli, 1996). With the increasing trend for foreign manufacture, the authors highlight that the
“made in” label does not have to be the same as the perceived brand origin. The main difference
between COO and brand origin is that COO concerns consumer perceptions regarding country,
whilst brand origin refers to the origin cues being integrated into the brand image (Thakor & Kohli,
1996). According to Koubaa (2008), brand origin affects consumers brand image perception.

2.3 Country of Origin Effect

2.3.1 Cognitive aspects of COO-effect

The effect of country of origin can be divided into cognitive, normative and affective evaluation
aspects. Cognitively, COO serves as a cue for product quality assisting consumers in evaluating
products (Adina, Gabriela & Roxana-Denisa, 2015). In the cognitive level, perceived quality is the
key aspect. Perceived quality is “consumer’s judgement of the overall excellence or superiority of
a product” (Zeithaml, 1988). According to Adina, Gabriela and Roxana-Denisa (2015), perceived
quality includes both design quality and manufacturing quality. They point out that design quality
concerns the process from conceptual idea to engineering, and manufacturing quality relates to the
product materials and assembling perspectives. The same scholars state that COO is a quality cue
for durability, safety, and reliability, and it further decreases the perceived risk of the purchase.
They also indicate that as perceived quality involves product attributes as well as external factors
such as price and COO etcetera., quality cues can be intrinsic or extrinsic.

The COO effect relies upon the development of the country the products originate from, and the
evaluation and perceived quality of products rate the highest in more developed countries (Manrai,
Lascu & Manrai, 1998; Verlegh & Steenkamp, 1999). Advanced technology and knowledgeable
workforce are examples that make consumers evaluate brands from more developed countries as
of higher quality (Manrai, Lascu & Manrai, 1998). Although product quality is perceived as better
from developed countries, the quality image and perception can change over time or when in direct
contact with a county’s products (Verlegh & Steenkamp, 1999). According to Batra et al. (2000)
consumers in less developed countries tend to prefer brands from more developed countries that



serve as social status signals. Further, Roth and Romeo (1992) state that a match between product
and country is beneficial for consumers product evaluation, and if a country is perceived to be
good at the skills needed for the manufacturing of the product under consideration, that product
will be preferred.

2.3.2 Affective aspects of COO-effect

COO not only signals quality but also involves emotional connotations linked with the country.
Emotional connotations can be formed through direct experiences or indirect experiences (Verlegh
& Steenkamp, 1999), consisting of feelings of social status, pride, power, the expression of specific
lifestyle, oneself, one’s personality, and the fulfillment of self-esteem etcetera (Adina, Gabriela &
Roxana-Denisa, 2015). Consumers bind COO to feelings of “status” and “pride” related to the
possession of goods from specific countries, and they use COO as an expressive factor to signal
their ideal personality (Aaker, 1999; Verlegh & Steenkamp, 1999; Batra et al., 2000).

According to Aaker (1999), a match between a country’s brand personality and consumer
personality can result in a feeling of affinity when consumers are evaluating products. The feeling
of affinity affects consumers’ willingness to buy a product positively, while the feeling of
animosity affects it negatively (Aaker, 1999; Adina, Gabriela & Roxana-Denisa, 2015). Research
shows that when consumers have a strong feeling of animosity towards the country where a
product is manufactured, they tend to be less interested in buying it (Adina, Gabriela & Roxana-
Denisa, 2015). The same research reveals that the affinity or animosity feelings towards a country
can be personally rooted and is difficult to change.

2.3.3 Normative aspects of COO-effect

The normative aspects of COO refer to social and personal values involving consumer
ethnocentrism and disidentification. Consumer ethnocentrism is defined as “the view of things in
which one’s own group is the center of everything, and all others are scaled and rated with
reference to it” (Josiassen, Assaf & Karpen, 2011). Consumer ethnocentrism is a major factor
motivating consumers to adopt domestic products and reject foreign ones (Shimp & Sharma, 1987;
Balabanis & Diamantopoulos, 2004). According to Watson and Wright (2000), consumers in more
developed countries prefer both domestic products and products originating from countries with a
similar culture. Disidentification, in contrary to ethnocentrism, is the opposition towards one’s
own country’s products and consumption patterns (Adina, Gabriela & Roxana-Denisa, 2015).

2.3.4 The Relationship of Cognitive, Affective, and Normative Perceptions

According to the means-end theory, personal and social values (personal goals and motivations)
are constructed upon benefits (the personal meaning attached to product attributes), which comes
from the product attributes (descriptive features) (Keller, Apéria & Georgson, 2011; Adina
Gabriela & Roxana-Denisa, 2015). As values are considered as normative aspects, benefits as
affective, product attributes as cognitive, there is a connection among the three. Adina, Gabriela
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and Roxana-Denisa (2015) point out that normative perceptions are influenced by both cognitive
and affective ones, and brand perceptions are moderated by these three aspects in general.

2.4 Country of Ownership

The country of ownership (COOW) is considered to belong to the COO study field and as an
extrinsic cue that influences consumer perception (Mort & Duncan, 2003; Cheah & Phau, 2015).
According to Mort and Duncan (2003), academicians hold different opinions towards COOW and
COO cues. Some consider COOW as important, some find the country of manufacture important,
while others consider both or neither to be important. COOW can have a stronger effect on brand
image than other COO components when COOW is perceived to be equal to brand origin (Thakor
& Lavack, 2003). COOW also influences consumers’ attitude towards the brand when political
and economic systems differ greatly between the countries (Cheah & Phau, 2015). Moreover,
when there is a change of the COOW, consumers can be disoriented in terms of perceiving the
brand image (Johansson et al., 2018).

In particular, if there is a difference between the COOW and COO of a brand, it signals the brand’s
bi-nationality. With the proliferation of bi-national brands and products, research has shown that
COOW plays an important role in forming consumer preference, and it is different from the
country of manufacture as a traditional COO cue. Specific cues appeal to be more valuable to
consumers in some segments, and different countries have different impacts on consumers in
relation to their COOW. (Mort & Duncan, 2003) Besides, the influence of COOW differs in
various situations. For example, at the time when consumers are in a hostile environment such as
economic recession, they tend to value COOW more than other cues and prioritize brands and
products that are locally owned (Cheah & Phau, 2015). In this case, bi-national brands that can be
associated with foreign countries may not be accepted by consumers according to Cheah and Phau
(2015).

Further, the study of COO and cross-country ownership shows that cross-country ownership can
greatly influence consumer’s perception of a company’s COO. Particularly, a foreign company
with partial local ownership can significantly ease hostile feelings from consumers (Fong, Lee &
Du, 2014). And in a host market with high animosities, such as Japan to China when China is the
host market, consumers prefer products that are launched by a foreign company with partial local
ownership (Fong, Lee & Du, 2014).

2.5 Theoretical Framework
2.5.1 The Consumer Perception Process
According to Scholderer (2010), perception refers to the process in which information is

automatically selected, organized, and interpreted from the memory. Through this process,
information is given meaning. When one encounters stimuli, a bottom-to-top perception process
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is triggered; when one uses his/her existing memory, the top-to-bottom perception process is
identified (Sholderer, 2010).

These stimuli, which can also be called cues, can be categorized as intrinsic or extrinsic cues
(Manrai, Lascu & Manrai, 1998). Consumers evaluate products both according to intrinsic and
extrinsic attributes (Sholderer, 2010). Intrinsic attributes relate to the product itself, such as shape
and design, while extrinsic attributes constitute the product’s environment such as brand name and
country of origin (Manrai, Lascu & Manrai, 1998; Scholderer, 2010; Cheah & Phau, 2015; Herz
& Diamantopoulos, 2017). The country of origin of a product belongs to the extrinsic cue, which
can influence consumers’ perceptions towards the brand and product (Thorelli, Lim & Ye, 1989).
The country of ownership is also part of extrinsic cues (Cheah & Phau, 2015), while “owned by
...”7 (COOW) is seen as one of the cues that belong to country of origin (Mort & Duncan, 2003).

The intrinsic and extrinsic attributes can arouse associations in consumers’ memory, thus create
perceptions about the brand and further form the image of the brand (Keller, 1993). Apart from
the perception process, another significant element is the context in which the perception is
generated, and product-country image, which includes COO and COOW depends on contexts such
as market context and consumer culture (Askegaard & Ger, 1998).

2.5.2 Categorization of COO and COOW in EV brands

In order to explore the consumer perception of EV brands with different COO and COOW, firstly
there is a need to understand the COO and COOW combinations among EV brands in the Chinese
market. The categorization of COO and COOW of EV brands acts as a guiding structure to study
the consumer perception of EV brands and helps to logically analyze empirical data. In light of
this, the authors utilize self-interpretation based on related literature to identify mainly three kinds
of brand categories from the list of EV brands in China (Wattev2buy, 2019b), in terms of their
COO and COOW:

1. “Domestic brands” with COO and COOW that are perceived of consumer’s home country;

2. “Mixblood brands” that are perceived to originate from a foreign country, but perceived to
be owned by the company from the consumer’s home country;

3. “Foreign brands” with both COO and COOW that are perceived from foreign countries.

Regarding the “mixblood brands”, similar research was conducted concerning hybrid products.
Hybrid products have a local manufacturer but a foreign brand or have a local brand but a foreign
manufacturer (Czepiec & Cosmas, 1983). Similarly, bi-national products or multi-national
products are products that involve two or more countries-of-origin; They can be made in foreign
countries but carry a domestic brand name or they can be domestically made but carrying a foreign
brand name (Han & Terpstra, 1988). However, these definitions only concern products instead of
brands, and the case in brands is different as brands involve owners, and this research looks into
the different countries of origins and owners.
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Particularly, in the business environment of China, foreign investment in the automobile industry
is restricted by law, stating that the Chinese shares should at least account for 50% in the foreign
investment when manufacturing complete automobiles, and the joint venture is recommended for
foreign investment (Ministry of Commerce PRC, 2012). Although the COOW is a perceived
concept, the Chinese policies regulate that mixblood brands should at least majorly be owned by
Chinese companies, hence, “mixblood brands” in the China EV market and in this study only refer
to brands that are perceived to have Chinese owners but foreign COO, instead of Chinese COO
and foreign COOW or other situations. These three categories were created as they reflect COO
and COOW in EV brands, and the categorization provides the possibility to logically collect data
and to later guide the analysis to see if there are differences in consumer perception depending on
the elements of COO and COOW.

2.5.3 Conceptualization of the Theoretical Framework

Depart from the related theories, Figure 1. illustrates the theoretical framework of this research.
When consumers get in touch with intrinsic and extrinsic cues of an EV brand, these stimuli might
induce associations that are related to the country of origin (COO) and country of ownership
(COOW) of the EV brand in consumers’ mind.

To process, the COO and COOW associations constitute consumer perceptions, which can be
categorized to cognitive, affective, and normative aspects. The three kinds of perceptions are
utilized and classified by the authors based on previous research. Cognitive perception refers to
product quality and other intrinsic product attributes, affective perception relates to emotional and
symbolic meanings, and normative perception concerns consumer ethnocentrism and
disidentification (Watson & Wright, 2000; Adina, Gabriela & Roxana-Denisa, 2015). The authors
use such a classification to clarify and organize the various consumer perceptions in the empirical
materials collected and then in data analysis. Further, these consumer perceptions contribute to
building up the brand image (Keller, 1993).

Cognitive
Perception
Intrinsic & E\BOO & (?OOW
Extrinsic ssociations Affective Brand Image
Cues e Domestic brands Perception g
(COO & e Mixblood brands
COOW...) e Foreign brands
Normative
Perception

Figure 1. Consumer perception of COO & COOW and brand image
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3. Methodology

This chapter will introduce and argue for the methodological approach and explain the research
process. Firstly, the ontological and epistemological approaches are introduced where after the
research strategy is explained. Secondly, the context and the product category of research are
introduced. Thirdly, the process of data collection is explained where sources, selection of brands
and selection of sites is detailed described. Fourthly, the coding of the empirical material is
explained and demonstrated how the empirical material was analyzed. Lastly, the ethical
considerations and the trustworthiness of the research are discussed.

3.1 Research Philosophy

In this research, the researchers acknowledge that there are multiple truths and many perspectives
of an issue as perspectives are studied. What is considered to be facts depend on the observer’s
viewpoint which altogether indicate the adoption of a relativist ontology (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe
& Jackson, 2015). Reflection of philosophical assumptions regarding ontology and epistemology
is important to ensure the research quality according to Easterby-Smith, Thorpe and Jackson
(2015). This study also addresses that social entities are considered to be constructions built upon
perceptions and actions of social actors (Bryman, 2012). The social actors’ construction of reality
is the foundation of multiple facts, truths and realities (Sale, Lohfeld & Brazil, 2002), which are
important elements in this research as we aim to capture perceptions that are based on different
truths and realities.

A digital research was conducted to capture consumers different perceptions that altogether shape
their truths and realities. By conducting a digital research, the risk of change in perception was
minimized as material could be collected from the time point the consumer held that opinion. Since
reality is socially constructed is constantly changing (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Easterby-Smith,
Thorpe & Jackson, 2015), the material was collected from different platforms to avoid members
changing opinions based on others reality. By collecting material from different platforms, we
believe that we, in a better way, could capture their initial opinions without biases from others.
Perceptions shape realities, and as this research focus to increase understanding for consumer
perception, a relativist ontology was needed.

Closely related to the ontology is the epistemological standpoint, which is social constructionism
as reality is argued to be socially constructed and determined by people rather than by external
factors (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe & Jackson, 2015). The aim of this research is to increase the
understanding for how COO and COOW affect consumer perception of EV brands. The
researchers acknowledge that, the object of study and the researchers are interactively linked, and
that the findings are mutually created throughout the investigation process (Guba & Lincoln,
1994). The “how” in the research question emphasizes the explorative nature of the research which
requires a social constructionist standpoint.
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3.2 Research Strategy

The aim and purpose reflect the qualitative design of this research. The emphasis lies on people’s
interpretation of the world and embodies that reality can change depending on individual’s
construction of it (Bryman, 2012). The research is of explorative nature with a social
constructionist stance, and therefore a qualitative research design is naturally adopted, aiming to
get a deeper understanding of how consumers perceive the brand image in terms of COO and
COOW. Answering the question “how” through interpreted information related to human
emotions and perspectives is central for qualitative research (Leung, 2015). Therefore, a qualitative
research approach is needed in this research in order to capture consumer perceptions.

The study aims to create new insights and knowledge regarding consumer perception on brand
image in relation to the existing theories of COO and COOW and contribute to these theories
through empirical findings. The study takes a stance in both existing theories, our theoretical
framework, and empirical findings, illustrating the abductive research approach where the
inductive and deductive approach is mixed (Alvesson & Skdldberg, 2009). The theoretical
framework was based on previous literature and used as a frame during data collection and
analysis, where the model was expanded in line with empirical findings.

3.2.1 Daigital Research

Nowadays, research taking place online has increased in popularity (Rokka, 2010) particularly to
study consumer culture and communities through computer-mediated communications (Kozinets,
2002). Qualitative research methods for online research can be conducted in various ways and
there is a great variety of terms for conducting online studies (Dicks, 2012). Digital methods,
online methods, digital ethnography, virtual ethnography, netnography are just some of the terms
used for digital qualitative research according to Dicks (2012). This research studies publicly
available information from online sites and forums to see how Chinese consumers perceive the
image of EV brands in terms of COO and COOW. This study focuses on consumer opinion and
perceptions and the researchers acknowledge that online communication can affect how consumers
present their opinions and perceptions.

When conducting research online, Caliandro and Gandini (2017) suggest an integrated threefold
methodological strategy: follow the things, follow the medium, and follow the natives (p. 70). This
refers to that the digital research grounds in a digital object, that the empirical object is followed
across chosen online environments, and that the natives of the digital objects are followed in a
naturally occurring way. In this research, we followed a topic of discussion around certain brands
with COO and COOW elements, with the discussions as digital objects. The discussions were
researched on chosen platforms, which was the medium of research. Consumers posted comments
and articles on those chosen platforms, and the consumers were the natives of the digital object.
By following this threefold strategy without intrusion, we could study the digital object in a natural
way. From the different sites a total of 333 comments were collected.
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When collecting the online based empirical material, a passive approach was taken. Online based
research can be studied passively, actively, or by using the internet as a medium for “traditional”
qualitative research (Eysenbach & Till, 2001). According to Lugosi (2008), one advantage of
researching passively is that the object being researched is unaware and can therefore not change
opinion or behavior accordingly. We particularly favor the passive approach in this study as we
minimize potential biases or changes of opinions by not intruding or involving in the discussions
taking place. If a researcher acknowledges participants that a research is conducted, participants
may withdraw from the conversation or behave in an unnatural way. Also, a passive approach is
more beneficial for time-limited research, which is the case in this study with a research period of
about two months (Lugosi, 2008). In order to capture consumers’ already existing thoughts in
online interactions and discussions in a more authentic way, a passive approach is naturally
adopted by us as it’s more suitable for this research. The researchers do not initiate any discussions
themselves and this method allows less obtrusiveness as the researchers could study the
phenomenon in its natural context without interruption (Kozinets, 2002).

According to Caliandro and Gandini (2017), three different social formations can be distinguished
online: crowds, communities, and the public. Crowds are aiming to achieve a common goal,
communities share the same identities and values, while online public use a public platform to
express opinions and private identities, but those online public do not have to share the same
identity (Caliandro & Gandini, 2017). Based on these categorizations, publics have been studied
in this research. The data was collected from independent online forums where the members
expressed their opinions and not necessarily shared the same opinion.

3.2.2 The Research Context

This research studies the Chinese EV market, from which generalizes insights for the consumer
perception of COO and COOW, and the EV industry. The context of this research is the Chinese
EV market and the Chinese consumers, and the role of the research context is as one example to
provide generalization understandings in brand image perception in terms of COO and COOW.

The research context is mentioned as it is important in different ways and hold some aspects that
are significant for the understanding of this research. Askegaard and Ger (1998) advocate that
product-country image is context dependent and it must be interpreted by connecting it to the
market context and the consumer culture. Product-country image, by their explanation, is the
images of products/brands and the multiple places potentially involved in a global production
system. They state that the contextualized product-country image is a combination of four
dimensions: place, phenomenon, market context, and usage context. Among these, the place is a
spatial relationship such as place of a brand, place of production etc., and country of origin (COO)
belongs to the place dimension (Askegaard & Ger, 1998). Phenomenon concerns product in a
broad sense, while the market context can be the relative meaning of the phenomenon in its
environment, such as surroundings and competitors (Askegaard & Ger, 1998). The usage context
is further referred to as meanings of the consumption situation or usage of a product. The two
scholars see the contextualized product-place image as a narrative story about the place, the
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product itself, and the consumer who use the products, reflecting the interface between the
individual and society.

The product-country image, which concerns the individual and societal interplay, can be affected
by cultural values. In the Asian consumer culture, one of the common cultural values that is seen
to influence consumption patterns is “face” (Li & Su, 2007). “Face” is defined by Goffman (2003)
as “the positive social value a person effectively claims for oneself by the line others assume he
has taken during a particular contact” (p. 5). Li and Su (2017) conclude that western brands and
products are viewed by Chinese consumers as name brands, for which they are willing to pay a
higher price. They point out that high quality and social status benefits should be emphasized by
foreign companies operating in China, as those aspects of “face” are highly valued, and “face” is
one reason why Chinese consumers prefer to purchase luxury or foreign goods.

3.2.3 Electric Vehicles (EV)

The product category of this research is electric vehicles (EV), and this product category is chosen
because of its newness, great potential, and most importantly the presences of brands with different
COO and COOW. The EV product category functions as an industry example to study the
consumer perceptions towards COO and COOW in general, while the insights to generated in this
research can also contribute to the EV sector.

To conduct this research, there is a need to understand the EV sector and current EV studies.
Electric vehicles include vehicles with different technologies and previous research cover both
pure electric vehicles and hybrid power vehicles. But this research only focuses on vehicles with
batteries, whose only source of power is electricity and can charge from an electric outlet, thus
mainly referring to battery electric vehicles (BEVs) (Rezvani, Jansson & Bodin, 2015).

The electric vehicle is a relatively new area to explore. Current research of EV from the consumer’s
perspective mainly covers consumer attitude and adoption behavior. Larson et al. (2014) study
consumer attitudes towards EV regarding price and find out that the acceptable EV price range is
USD 22,000 - 27,500. The majority of consumers are not willing to pay premium prices for EVs
even after they are fully informed about future fuel savings, while consumers with experience or
has been exposed to EVs are more willing to pay premium prices. The same study also calls for
government policies to educate consumers with the knowledge of EV thus to facilitate purchase
decisions.

In the selection of cars, mainly referring to conventional cars, Pednekar (2013) points out that
consumers consider design/style at the top, followed by performance/efficiency, safety, brand
etcetera. However, in the research of reasons for the consumer to adopt EV, the situation is more
complicated than that of conventional cars. Rezvani, Jansson & Bodin (2015) identify five main
themes on consumer EV adoption behavior: (1) behavior influenced by attitudinal factors, (2) pro-
environmental behavior, (3) innovation adoption behavior, (4) symbolic behavior, and (5)
emotional behavior. In particular, consumers emotion is an overlooked yet important aspect of car
purchase (Steg, 2005). Moons and De Pelsmacker (2012) categorized three emotional processing
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levels: visceral, behavioral and reflective. Visceral emotions are instrumental and visual attributes
of EVs such as style and design; Behavioral emotions refer to consumer’s emotions from using
and experiencing driving EVs; Reflective emotions regard to self-image and identity connected to
driving an EV. As the COO effect includes cognitive, normative and affective aspects (Adina,
Gabriela & Roxana-Denisa, 2015), which might have some overlaps with consumer’s EV adoption
behavior among the five categories stated above, the brand image in terms of COO and COOW of
EV can possibly have an effect on EV adoption behavior.

3.3 Collection of Empirical Material

3.3.1 Sources

The material in this research was collected primarily through the digital research where COO and
COOW was studied on the chosen forums passively. Gathering primary data allowed us to collect
material adapted for our specific research question, that could help us to answer the research
question satisfactorily (Hox & Boeije, 2005). Through the primary data new insights was reached
and the outcomes of the research can therefore be presented with greater confidence as the data is
adapted to the specific study (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe & Jackson, 2015). The theoretical
framework, in combination with the research question, guided our collection of empirical material.
After generating and analyzing the empirical material, new insights were generated and resulted
in a developed theoretical framework.

3.3.2 Selection of Brands

To better understand how consumers perceive COO and COOW of EV brands, examples of the
three brand categories (domestic brands, mixblood brands, and foreign brands) are chosen as cases
to illustrate the categories and further answer the research question. The selected brands are
existing cases that can be seen in the Chinese EV market and the choice of cases are based on the
researchers wanting representative brands for each category. Representative EV brands were
selected according to popularity, well-knowingness, and availability in the Chinese market, and
sales volume, which possibly indicate the abundance of empirical materials for data collection and
analysis. From the selected cases, detailed empirical materials regarding COO and COOW could
be generated to analyze and study consumer perceptions.

Representative brands were selected according to the compositions of perceived COO and COOW
to represent the three brand categories. These representatives are in the Chinese context with China
as the home country and Chinese consumers as studied subjects, and the chosen examples are used
to study brand images in terms of COO and COOW among Chinese consumers. In this case, the
three brand categories are:
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1. “Domestic brands”, which are perceived to originate from China and owned by Chinese
companies and shareholders. Selected cases: BYD, NIO, BAIC BJEV.

2. “Mixblood brands”, which are perceived to origin from foreign countries but owned by
Chinese companies. Selected cases: NEVS, Denza.

3. “Foreign brands”, which perceived to originate from foreign countries and owned by
foreign companies. Selected case: Tesla.

Domestic Brands

For domestic brands, BYD, NIO, and Beijing Auto Industry Corporation (BAIC) are the major
producers in China (J.P. Morgan, 2018). As there are a variety of domestic brands in China’s EV
market, the three are selected to represent different market positionings as mediate, niche, and low
respectively (BYD Auto, n.d.a; NIO, n.d.; BAIC BJEV, n.d.). These brands are chosen as examples
of the “domestic brands” because they can represent different consumer perceptions for domestic
EV brands with different market positioning, and they have the potential to gain adequate empirical
materials for this study.

BYD

BYD Company was founded in China in 1995 as a rechargeable battery business (BYD Auto,
n.d.a, 2019). BYD has been using its expertise in batteries and first-mover advantage to gain EV
market share in China (Trivedi, 2019). BYD Auto Co., Ltd. is founded in 2003 as an automobile
manufacturer of automobiles (including EVs), buses, electric bicycles, forklifts, rechargeable
batteries and trucks (BYD, n.d.b). There are a variety of internal combustion, hybrid and battery-
electric passenger vehicles under the BYD brand. As for BYD’s EVs, now BYD sells four EV
series: Qin, Tang, Song, Yuan, consisting of thirteen EV models in the Chinese market with a price
range of around USD 12,000 - 54,000 after government compensation (BYD Auto, n.d.a.). And
the sales of BYD EV ranked first in global sales volume from 2015 for three consecutive years
(BYD, n.d.c). In 2018, BYD sold 247,811 EVs in China, ranking no.l and indicating its leading
position in the China EV market (InsideEVs, 2019).

NIO

NIO was founded under the name of NextEV in 2014 and changed its name to NIO in 2017.
Headquartered in Shanghai, China, NIO manufactures and sells electric automobiles in China,
Hong Kong, the United States, the United Kingdom, and Germany (Yahoo, 2019). The Company
offers electric SUVs with two models, ES6 and ES8 in the Chinese market, pricing at about USD
53,000 - USD 82,000. NIO positioned itself not only as a car manufacturer but also as a service
provider that focuses on providing innovative user-centric services to customers, such as Power
Swap, a battery swapping service; Power Mobile, a mobile charging service through charging
trucks; and Power Express, a 24-hour on-demand pick-up and drop-off charging service. (NIO,
n.d.) NIO sold 11,348 units in 2018 in China, ranking no.11 among EV brands (InsideEVs, 2019).
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BAIC BJEV

BAIC Group is a Chinese state-owned enterprise and holding company that manufactures
automobiles and machines in China (BAIC, n.d.). BAIC BJEV is a subsidiary of BAIC Motor that
belongs to the BAIC group. BAIC BJEV produces and sales electric vehicles in China with an aim
to enable consumers to gain access to affordable eco-friendly transportation by providing a range
of EV selections at low prices (Pitch Book, 2019). Four models are offered: EX5, EUS, EX360,
and EC3, covering mini cars and compact SUV’s, along with a swap EV option. The product price
ranges from about USD 10,000 to USD 30,000 after compensated with government subsidy.
Daimler AG owns 9,55% share of BAIC Motor and 3.93% share of BAIC BJEV. (BAIC BJEV,
n.d.a) BAIC BJEV sold 158,012 EV units in 2018, ranking no.2 in China (InsideEVs, 2019).

Mixblood Brands

Denza and NEVS are selected as the representatives of brands that are perceived to have Chinese
owners but foreign country origins. The reason to select these two is that after scanning the EV
brand list in China, there is a limited amount of mixblood EV brands, while Denza and NEVS are
the available ones in the Chinese market.

Denza

The Denza brand was created by a 50:50 joint venture between BYD and Daimler AG in 2010.
Denza is positioned as the luxury electric car sold in the Chinese market with a price range of
about USD 44,500 to 49,000, which is close in price to Tesla’s Model 3. Denza emphasizes the
influence and inheritance from Daimler as an experienced automobile manufacturer with advanced
technology for over one hundred years. There is one EV model, Denza 500 in the Chinese market
as for now. (Denza, n.d.)

NEVS

National Electric Vehicle Sweden (NEVS) was built on the acquisition of SAAB Automobile, a
Swedish originated automobile company in 2012. NEVS is a Swedish holding company owned by
a Chinese, Kai Johan Jiang, and focuses on developing electric vehicles. (NEVS, 2019a) In 2019,
Evergrande Group in China acquired 51% of the shares in NEVS, making it the new major owner
of NEVS (NEVS, 2019b). For now, NEVS has manufacturing factories in Sweden and China with
only one EV model in the Chinese market, NEVS 93, pricing at around USD 25,000 (NEVS,
2019a).

Foreign Brand

Tesla is selected as an example of a foreign brand by being perceived to have the owner and the
origin from America. It is chosen as the representative of foreign brands because it has become
one of the most renowned foreign EV brands in the Chinese market (Cendrowski, 2017). What is
more, Tesla has started to build a factory in China and aims to partially put it into operation in the
second half of 2019 (Cheng, 2018), which has aroused a lot of discussions among the public.
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Tesla

Tesla is an American electric-automobile manufacturer that was founded in 2003. The co-founder
of PayPal, Elon Musk invests in Tesla and acts as chairman and CEO of the company. In 2008,
Tesla launched the Model S, which claimed to be the world’s first premium all-electric sedan. Now
there are five models of EV in Tesla’s product family, including Model S, Model 3, Model X,
Model Y, and the Roadster, with a price range of about USD 39,500 - USD 83,000, and about
USD as the start price of the Roaster. All of Tesla’s EVs are produced in California, America, and
the company also expands its business to solar energy products. (Tesla, 2019) Tesla has harvested
a lot of successes since its establishment, and it was rated as no.4 on the list of the world’s most
innovative company (Forbes, 2018).

Table 1. Selected representative EV brands in the Chinese market

Type Brand Name Perceived COO Perceived COOW
Domestic Brand BYD China China
NIO China China
BAIC BJEV China China
Mixblood Brand Denza Germany China
NEVS Sweden China
Foreign Brand Tesla America America

In general, three representatives were chosen for domestic brands, two for mixblood brands, and
one for foreign brands respectively. The reason behind the different numbers of representative
brands for the three brand categories is the fact that there are more domestic brands than mixblood
and foreign brands in the Chinese EV market. Moreover, the domestic brands comprise of EV
brands with differed market positionings. In order to fully understand consumer perceptions
towards domestic brands, three EV brands are selected as example cases to illustrate the high,
medium, and relatively low marketing positionings. As for the mixblood brands, two examples
were chosen because the number of newly founded EV brands with a mix of local COO and foreign
COOW is limited, and Denza and NEVS are the ones that the researchers could find in the Chinese
EV market. For foreign brands, only Tesla was picked because it is the only EV brand with both
foreign COO and COOW in China observed by the authors.
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3.3.3 Selection of Sites

Kozinets’ (2002) points out that there several guidelines in selecting online communities, and he
refers online communities as internet-based forums. Although we do not study communities as we
study publics, the selection criteria are adapted as they are suitable for internet-based forums.
These guidelines are: “(1) a more focused and research question-relevant segment, topic, or group;
(2) higher “traffic” of postings; (3) larger numbers of discrete message posters; (4) more detailed
or descriptively rich data; and (5) more between-member interactions of the type required by the
research question” (Kozinets, 2002, p. 63).

Kozinets’ (2002) selection criteria were adopted to choose suitable platforms to study the research
question. Chinese online platforms related to automobiles and EVs were scanned with these
criteria in mind, and the selected representative brands were guiding the search for relevant forums
to study. To identify suitable platforms a variety of keywords was searched for (i.e. major car
forums China...) through search engines. When selecting sites, the brand focus was an important
aspect taken into consideration to ensure the discussion being brand focused and the community
being representative of such a discussion. The chosen platforms were those with high traffic,
discussing the topic frequently and where rich material could be collected. To generate deeper
insights and ensure accuracy, the material was collected from eleven different sites.

Four different categories of major online platforms that are related to automobile and electric
vehicles in China were identified:

1. Online forums that specially focus on automobile, such as Autohome, Xcar, Bitauto;
2. The automobile website of popular web portals, such as PCauto, Sohu, 163.com, Tencent;

3. Websites that only focus on new energy cars, which include electric vehicles, such as
DI1EV and CNEV;

4. General social media platforms that are open for public discussions, such as Sina Weibo
and Zhihu.

These platforms were selected because of the potential to collect relevant empirical material, the
wide range of users, and in some cases their specialty in the automobile. To be in consistence with
Kozinets’ (2002) criteria, they were considered the most appropriate platforms for this research as
the material is suitable for studying Chinese consumers’ opinions and perceptions on EV brands.
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Table 2. Online sites for data collection

(1) Specialized Online Automobile Forums:

Autohome.com

https://www.autohome.com.cn/

A leading online destination for automobile consumers in China,
providing professionally produced and user-generated content. It offers a
comprehensive automobile library with extensive automobile listing
information to automobile consumers (Autohome, 2019). It has 33 million
daily active users (Zhang, 2019), and it is the largest and most active online
community of automobile consumers in China (Kubala, 2017). The
management of Autohome state that they have captured 81% of all traffic
on Chinese car forums (Kubala, 2017).

Xcar.com

http://www.xcar.com.cn/

China’s leading automobile online community, providing car quotation,
model information, car forums etc. The total visit on desktop and mobile
website as of February 2019 was 10.3 million. (SimilarWeb, 2019a)

Bitauto.com

http://baa.bitauto.com/

An automobile website that offers automobile pricing information,
specifications, reviews, and consumer feedback (Bloomberg the Company
& Its Products, 2019a). The website and its app have total visit traffic of
4.01 million as of February 2019 (SimilarWeb, 2019b).

(2) Automobile Websites of Popular Web Portals:

PCauto.com

https://www.pcauto.com.cn/

Belongs to PConline, an internet portal of IT-related products and services
in China. PCauto is now one of the largest automobile portals in China. It
provides product information, brand reviews, and testing reviews of
domestic and international automobile brands. (PConline, n.d.). According
to SimilarWeb (2019c), the average total monthly visit of PCauto from
September 2018 to February 2019 is about 12.9 million.

Auto.sohu.com

http://auto.sohu.com/

The car section of sohu.com, which is an online media search and game
service group company in China (Bloomberg the Company & Its Products,
2019b). Auto.sohu.com provides car quotations, car news, evaluation, and
purchase guide etc. As of February 2019, it has a monthly total visit of
2.46 million. (SimilarWeb, 2019d)

Auto.163.com

https://auto.163.com/

A subsidiary of 163.com, which is a major web portal in China.
Auto.163.com offers consumers a variety of automobile information,
including purchase guide, quotation, picture, test drive, and evaluation etc.
The total visit of auto.163.com is around 2.82 million in February 2019.
(SimilarWeb, 2019¢)

Auto.qq.com

Auto.qq.com belongs to qq.com, which is a web portal of Tencent.
Tencent is a major Chinese company that provides Internet services
(Bloomberg the Company & Its Products, 2019¢). Qq.com is China's
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http://auto.gq.com/

largest and most used Internet service portal, ranking no.2 in China and is
China's most visited Internet portal website (Alexa, 2019a). Auto.qq.com
is a one-stop online platform for auto-related information and service. It
has an average monthly total visit of about 1 million from September 2018
to February 2019 (SimilarWeb, 2019f).

(3) New Energy Car Websites:

Dlev.com

https://www.dlev.com/

A new energy electric vehicle website with an abundant library of the
brands, products, and models of new energy electric vehicles as well as
electric vehicle industry data and reports. There are 1.1 million visits on
average per month in the past six months since September 2018.
(SimilarWeb, 2019g)

Cnev.cn

http://www.cnev.cn/

Provides electric vehicle information regarding models, prices, pictures,
data, government policies, rankings, evaluation etc. It is a communication
platform for new energy automobiles and electric vehicles. (SimilarWeb,
2019h)

(4) Social Media Platforms:

Sina Weibo

https://www.weibo.com/

China’s largest social media network that incorporates the major features
of social media channels like Twitter, YouTube, and Instagram (Koetse,
2017). Sina Weibo has 462 million monthly active users and about 200
million daily active users on average in December 2018 (China Internet
Watch, 2019). The traffic of Sina Weibo ranks no. 8 in China and no. 16
in global. (Alexa, 2019b) Sina Weibo is a national platform and the
platform is open to all registered users. The users of Sina Weibo tend to
actively share views and interact with people. (Koetse, 2017)

Zhihu

https://www.zhihu.com/

China’s most popular Q&A and knowledge sharing platform, which is
similar to Quora. According to Shen (2018), Zhihu is a highly popular
online platform with good and abundant contents covering a large variety
of topics, including EV. Its users are more educated, and they construct
high-quality contents, making Zhihu a widely recognized and trusted
platform. As of July 2018, Zhihu had 160 million registered users, 26
million daily active users, and over 100 million answers (contents) (Smith,
2019). It has 250 millions of average monthly total visit (SimilarWeb,
20191).
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3.3.4 Data Collection

From the chosen platforms data was extracted through comments and discussions on posts in
regard to the chosen brands. The theoretical framework served as guidance when collecting
relevant material. When collecting the data, four criteria were set to distinguish material of
relevance. In order to understand consumer perception in relation to brand image with COO and
COOW as determining factors, the focus was put on collecting subjective words and sentences
describing consumers’ attitudes and feelings, and the criteria for doing so were:

b 1Y

1. Both posts and comments with the Chinese keyword “electric vehicles”, “electric vehicles
country of origin”, “electric vehicles country of ownership”, and the names of
representative brands should be considered

2. Posts and comments under the section of each representative brand on the online platforms
should be considered

3. Words and sentences that best describe and represent consumers’ perceptions should be
chosen

4. Important quotes should be abstracted instead of copying whole posts

The data were abstracted from the chosen platforms and translated into English by the Chinese
researcher. The representative quotes were directly copied from the computer-mediated
communications in order to maintain objectivity and lower the risk of eventual biases. As the
material was directly copied, some irrelevant information from each comment has been left out in
the analysis.

During the collection of data, the time of the empirical materials that were posted online is not
limited, and according to the authors’ observation, most of the representative EV brands emerged
in the recent years, thus the data to be collected is naturally relatively new.

3.4 Empirical Material Analysis

3.4.1 Coding

Several techniques have been undertaken to code and analyze the empirical material. The
cognitive, affective and normative evaluation aspects of COO served as guidance when coding the
material. Three levels of codes are used to code the material (see Appendix 1). The first cycle of
coding includes descriptive codes closely related to the material, that reflect what is mentioned
and talked about in the qualitative passages of extracted text (Saldafia, 2009). The second cycle of
coding was conducted to abstract the material and to create more general codes that further could
be categorized into the determined themes; cognitive, affective and normative.
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Table 3. The codes of empirical materials

1st Codes 2nd Codes Themes

Reliability (safety, durability, reduce risk, Perceived quality Cognitive
assuring, trust, reliable), knowledgeable
workforce, engineering (concept,
craftsmanship, quality control, materials,
assembling), technology (innovation),
design, manufacturing, investment
(acquisition, cost), price (value for money),
marketing (branding, brand heritage, sales,
logo), Environment, driving experience...

Lifestyle, self-expression, social status Emotional connotations Affective
(high-class), social pride (good brand name, (Affinity & animosity)
face), power, self-esteem, personality,

military/economic/political events, social

norms...

Culture (spirit), religious, political, ethnic Ethnocentrism & Normative
(nation, country), age, interest group (car disidentification

industry), stereotypes, national pride

(Initiative)...

According to Saldafia (2009), a first cycle coding is necessary to build the ground for second cycle
coding and further analysis. The first cycle coding utilizes both descriptive coding and emotion
coding. The descriptive coding is to use a word or a short phrase as the basic topic of each comment
collected online to summarize the core meaning (Saldafia, 2009). In this study, first cycle codes
such as design, engineering, self-expression, social status, ethnic, and national pride etcetera. are
used. Meanwhile, another paralleled coding called emotion coding is added to express consumer
perception as positive, negative, both positive and negative, or neutral. The reason to adopt two
coding at the same time during first cycle coding is that consumers not only present varied
perceptions but also different emotional attitudes. The combination of descriptive coding and
emotion coding help to demonstrate consumer perceptions more thoroughly, and to better facilitate
the further interpretation of empirical materials.

In the second cycle coding, terms that are more abstract and with border meanings are used. The
terms come from the explanations of theories in previous research, making the second cycle coding
belong to the method of theoretical coding. The theoretical coding covers all the first level codes
and it accelerates the steps toward achieving theories (Saldana, 2009). The second cycle coding
used in this research are (a) perceived quality, which covers intrinsic perceptions such as design
and engineering etcetera. (b) emotion connotations, including individual’s emotions and feelings
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such as self-expression and social status, and (c) ethnocentrism and disidentification, consisting of
ethnic perceptions and national pride etcetera.

Lastly, the final coding comes from the terminology of previous research and also utilizes the
theoretical coding method. But the final codes are even more abstracted than the second ones,
condensing the empirical materials into three codes, or so to say, three categories: cognitive,
affective, and normative. Cognitive perceptions mainly refer to the perceived quality; affective
perceptions include emotion connotations; normative perceptions comprise ethnocentrism and
disidentification. The final coding plays the role as the bridge between the second cycle codes and
the existing theory, helping to lay the foundation of generating new findings to complement the
existing theories.

3.4.2 Theorizing

Based on the three levels of coding, the theorizing process is conducted by compressing the three
final codes into the theoretical framework. The method used to condense and organize the final
codes to theories is ‘networks’, which refer to the interacting and interplaying relationship among
categories (Saldana, 2009). The interrelationship of the final codes is observed and used to adjust
the previously brought up theoretical framework. Further in the discussion part, we used themes
to identify the most valued perceptions of domestic, mixblood, and foreign brands. The themes are
extended phrases that function to categorize the lumps of data (Saldafia, 2009). The themes being
used originate from the second codes instead of the final codes, because the second codes can
better conclude different data groups in an easy-to-understand way without being too abstract.

3.5 Ethical considerations

In this research all material was collected from digital forums where ethical issues can arise as
public and private is increasingly blending together (Kozinets, Dolbec & Earley, 2014). To ensure
an ethically conducted study this research followed Kozinets (2010) concerns regarding the level
of privacy and informed consent.

Level of privacy is related to the material being collected from sites that are either public or private
and in this research the majority of the material was collected from public sites where no
membership or registration was required. Information that is posted and publicly available is in
fact published material and a subject to criticism and quotation according to Kozinets, Dolbec and
Earley (2014). Direct quotation was needed in this research to capture consumer perception,
although Bruckman (20006) states that when researching digitally the researchers should be careful
with direct quotation. We erased the individual’s names and usernames to reduce any risk of harm
(Kozinets, Dolbec & Earley, 2014) and invading of privacy, even though the topic was not
considered to be of sensitive character (Bruckman, 2006; Lipinski, 2006). The collected material
was translated from Chinese into English which further avoid direct connections to certain
individuals and need of consent. Registration was only required on the social media platform
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Weibo, and the other sites were publicly available which further strengthens that no consent from
the individuals taking part in discussions was needed.

3.6 Trustworthiness

To assure quality and trustworthiness in qualitative research, Guba and Lincoln (1985) suggest the
criteria credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. These criteria were employed
to ensure trustworthiness in the research.

Credibility, which is equivalent to internal validity, is one of the most important aspects of
trustworthiness according to Guba and Lincoln (1985). It refers to the congruence of reality and
the findings and can be ensured through members evaluating the accuracy. As we decided to take
the roles as observers, no member reviewing was considered. However, conducting a digital
research enhances the credibility as the researchers observe the information independently from
the person posting it, thus minimizing the risk of influencing the accuracy (Kozinets, 2002). As
this method allows data collection and interpretation of the material, without affecting the objects
being studied, the credibility is further strengthened.

Transferability refers to the applicability of the findings to other contexts and is equivalent to
external validity/generalizability (Guba & Lincoln, 1985). The authors further argue that through
rich descriptions of the empirical material, and the researcher’s interpretation, the transferability
is easier to evaluate. Qualitative findings are usually research specific, and the transferability can,
therefore, be questioned (Shenton, 2004). Although, collecting material from various platforms
may increase the transferability.

Dependability refers to the findings being similar if the research was to be conducted by other
researchers in the same context, using the same method and the same participants (Guba &
Lincoln, 1985). The authors mean that credibility and dependability are closely related, and that
credible research will result in dependability. To strengthen the dependability, each step in the
research process is fully described to enable replicate studies ensuring similar results.

Confirmability refers to the findings being representative of the actual material and not the
interests, biases and perspectives of the researchers (Guba & Lincoln, 1985). The material was
collected from various platforms and the researchers interpreted and analyzed the material jointly
which partly reduced biases. The two nationalities of the researchers are also considered to
strengthen the confirmability as eventual biases could be questioned.

The assessment criteria have guided this research to ensure trustworthiness throughout the research
and its findings. The digital research method and its obtrusiveness is further considered to
strengthen the trustworthiness and allowed the researchers to keep their reflexive distance
(Bertilsson, 2014).
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4. Analysis

This chapter analyzes the empirical materials and introduces the initial findings in a certain
structure. The cognitive, affective, and normative perceptions in each brand category of COO and
COOW will be shown, while the interactions among the three types of perceptions are also
demonstrated throughout the analysis. In the end, a summary of the main points of each brand
category and perception type is presented using the form of a table, which helps to summarize and
conclude this chapter.

The empirical material is analyzed based on the literature while relating to the research question
regarding consumer perception and COO and COOW. The analysis is conducted by abstracting
the second cycle coding from the first cycle coding and explaining the process involved. This
chapter is organized according to the second cycle codes including perceived quality, emotional
connotations, and ethnocentrism and disidentification. Each category of perception includes the
three kinds of brands: domestic, mixblood, and foreign.

When processing the empirical material, two types of consumers were identified, rational and
irrational consumers. We see rational consumers as those who always choose the feasible
alternative that they most prefer (Black, Hashimzade & Myles, 2017), and those who tend to
systematically and consistently maximize utility (Zafirovski, 2016). However, many modern
economists point out that much decision making is irrational (Greenfield, 2018). Irrational
consumers choose an alternative that is not the best (Black, Hashimzade & Myles, 2017) and they
systematically fail to maximize utility (Samuelson, 1983). If consumers make choices or conduct
actions that are driven by sentiment, instinct, emotion, or passion etcetera, these choices are
irrational (Zafirovski, 2016). As such, we call these consumers irrational consumers in this
research.

4.1 Perceived Quality

Perceived quality is how consumers judge “the overall excellence or superiority of a product”
(Zeithaml, 1988), and it includes design and manufacturing quality that cover the aspects of
durability, safety, and reliability etcetera (Adina, Gabriela & Roxana-Denisa, 2015).

4.1.1 Perceived Quality - Domestic Brands

For the domestic brands, China is both the perceived country of origin and country of ownership.
The three domestic brands BYD, NIO and BAIC BJEV are analyzed as one entity representing
domestic brands as a whole.

Perceived quality is one important aspect of COO. In the empirical material, the components of
perceived quality such as safety, technology, and design are mentioned for the domestic brands.
The perceptions of perceived quality are quite prominent for domestic brands, and the majority of
these comments are more towards negative while some contrasting standpoints are expressed.
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The following comments express that the domestic brands BYD and NIO are perceived as quite
poor at technology, design, and craftsmanship, which are aspects of perceived quality. These
comments illustrate that consumers hold negative perceptions of domestic brands.

[...]BYD is also imitating others... BYD didn’t really understand this
technology, they may even modify others' program but say that it is self-
developed, these are direct evidence of not being good at technology.

BYD as a domestic car brand, the appearance is too ugly, and the
craftsmanship is too rough.

[...]The founder of NIO... does not know a thing about the technology... he
wants to take shortcuts... he wants to make money but does not willing to
spend time, energy, and money on basic research and development.
Everything is fast, fast, fast, bragging, bragging, bragging. None of the
basic technology belongs to his own company, instead, he buys it from
everywhere, then put them together.

Above comments indicate that some quality aspects have to be improved while one comment
emphasizes that most aspects of perceived quality should be improved among domestic brands for
the people to support them:

I wish domestic brands can be more innovative in design, better in the
manufacturing processes, better in technology and functions, more secure
and reliable, and providing more confidence for us.

This comment indicates that the domestic brands have to improve many of the components of
perceived quality, both design, manufacture, technology and functions, as well as providing
reliability and safety before consumers feeling confident enough to actually buy a domestic
branded product. For the parts included in perceived quality, technology and design are most
commonly mentioned that has to be improved among domestic brands. Although most empirical
materials show a negative attitude towards domestic brands with Chinese COO and COOW in
terms of perceived quality, some comments are contrasting:

This is the level that a domestic EV should have (quality, design), a car that
can replace walking.

In this comment, the design and quality are not perceived negatively as the consumer only expects
an EV that can replace walking. But generally, the collected material shows more negative
comments than positive ones. This can be explained by that consumers tend to favour products
from more developed countries (Verlegh & Steenkamp, 1999). The following comment indicates
that Chinese design should not be sold at a high price. Instead, for the money spent a foreign design
is favored:
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The essence of NIO is that it is designed by Chinese but selling at a price
that is designed by foreigners, are you willing to pay for that?

The country of design is especially important for publicly consumed goods (Essoussi & Merunka,
2007) and could be a factor affecting the perception. From this comment, it is visible that
consumers think domestic EVs are less favored in terms of design in perceived quality. It shows
that consumers hold a negative association towards China as the COO and COOW of the domestic
brand.

Although consumers have a tendency to prefer products from more developed foreign countries,
this perception can be changed when in contact with a country’s products (Verlegh & Steenkamp,
1999). This is illustrated by a comment referring to the domestic car being as visually attractive as
a foreign car:

At first [ saw that the appearance of this car and it was too eye-catching. If
1 did not see the label of ‘Made by Jianghuai NIO’ on the back of the car, [
thought it was an imported car! It is still awesome to make a domestic car
like this.

This comment indicates that the design of foreign cars is usually better, implying that foreign
perceived quality is better. Although, this perception is somewhat changed, as the consumer is
happily surprised by the domestic EV brand creating a car with nice design and outlook.

It can be seen that consumers are questioning the design, quality, and value of buying a Chinese
brand, and these consumers express their brand perceptions with reasonings and proofs. However,
negative perceptions of perceived quality regarding brand image can be changed over time. A
brand image is created through the information attached to a brand, and the brand information is
formed by brand nodes that previously established in consumers’ memory (Keller, 1993). When
associations towards a brand is strong and favorable, a positive brand image evolves (Keller,
1993). The following quote implies an initial negative image of the brand that is undergoing a
change in terms of associations held to the brand:

BYD is the leader of domestic EV brands. Although BYD used to take the
path of low end cars, in the era of new energy, nowadays BYD is not the old
BYD anymore!

It can be stated that domestic brands have previously been associated with bad quality, bad design
and low value, but now these associations are somewhat undergoing a change as contrasting points
are seen in the empirical material. The statement of previous negative connotations can strengthen
the fact that the perceived image of domestic EV brands is considered to be improved.
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Most comments of the perceived quality aspects mentioned above are rational as the consumers
show that they like to choose the feasible alternative that they most prefer (Black, Hashimzade &
Myles, 2017) and the views are backed by practical reasons rather than emotional ones.

4.1.2 Perceived Quality - Mixblood Brands

The mixblood brands have a perceived foreign COO and a perceived local COOW regardless of
their actual nationality components of COO and COOW. For example, Denza is a joint-venture
brand with 50% from BYD and 50% from Daimler, but in the empirical material, the consumers
perceive Denza to have a foreign COO and a domestic COOW. The brands representing the
mixblood category are Denza, which has a perceived COO of Germany and COOW of China, and
NEVS, a perceived COO of Sweden and COOW of China.

In the collected empirical material, most comments are related to both the COO and COOW, and
the mother brands behind the mixblood brand as trails of perceived quality. The consumers are
positive towards a brand with a foreign background by referring to the mother brand as it provides
safety and ensures quality:

Selecting Denza is mainly because of its safety. For example, a pregnant
woman bluntly said that the choice of Denza is first of all for the safety,
because Daimler's car quality is worthy of trust.

NEVS will continue the spirit of Saab's quality pursuit, it is still very
reassuring in terms of quality.

Some consumers value both the foreign and domestic mother brands behind the mixblood brand
Denza:

Denza is a pure electric vehicle jointly developed by BYD and Daimler.
BYD is mainly responsible for the research and development of the battery
system. Mercedes-Benz Daimler is mainly responsible for the design, body,
and safety system. It can be said that it is a strong combination.

This comment implies that both foreign and domestic compositions are needed in order to create
a strong brand, and that both companies (BYD and Daimler) with different COO contribute to the
strengths of Denza.

What is more, the foreign COO of the mixblood EV brand is perceived as assuring the quality.
The following comment shows that the “German blood” of Denza is a quality guarantee:

As a "child" of BYD and Daimler, Denza can be said to have the quality
guarantee from its German blood from the date of birth.
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The perceived quality part of mixblood EV’s brand image seem to be positive because, on one
hand, consumers relate both its mother brand (e.g. Daimler and BYD) and COO (e.g. Germany)
with good quality and safety; on the other hand, the foreign mother brand that has already
established positive brand associations among consumers can influence consumers evaluation of
the mixblood brand towards a positive perspective. But it’s worth to be mentioned that the sample
mixblood EV brands are from countries that are more developed than China, thus it can be the
reasons that Chinese consumers are more possible to develop positive perceptions of perceived
quality.

Further, the comments of mixblood brands in perceived quality is rather rational with examples
and explanations. The perceived quality aspect of mixblood EVs is also very prominent among
rational consumers.

4.1.3 Perceived Quality - Foreign Brands

Foreign brands are those with a COO and COOW other than the consumer’s own country, and
Tesla is the representative brand of this category. Generally, the foreign brand mainly receives
positive comments regarding the perceived quality. The quality aspects such as technology is
frequently mentioned, and they are perceived to be significantly better than that of domestic
brands:

Tesla's software technology is like high-speed railway, BYD is like bicycle

It is not only the foreign brand that is positively evaluated, its COO also plays a vital role in the
perception of the brand:

We all think of Tesla as a technology company, and America is good at
technology.

This quote reflects the technological associations to the foreign brand Tesla, while the COO of
Tesla is also perceived to strengthen these associations as there is a match between the product
and the country. Roth and Romeo (1992) state that a match between product and country can be
beneficial for product evaluation. Apart from the major positive comments, one comment in
contrast implying that consumers will not buy foreign products because it’s low value for the price:

1 still don’t think Tesla can replicate its success in US to China. Chinese
consumers are different [...] For cars that are more than RMB 300,000,
consumers value more about the value/price ratio (high-end, classy), and
this is exactly the weakness of model 3.

In terms of brand image, the general perception is favorable both towards the brand Tesla but also
towards the COO and COOW, America. The associations towards the brand seem to be “a match”
between COO and the product in question, and the foreign brand is favorable in consumer
perception of perceived quality. Consumers back their opinions and arguments with some rational

33



arguments such as how consumers evaluate expensive cars. However, some comments are more
emotionally attached where a comparison between Tesla and BYD is made in terms of railway and
bicycle.

4.2 Emotional Connotations

Emotional connotations are the emotions that consumers form via direct experiences or indirect
experiences towards a country and its brands and products, including the feelings of social status,
pride, power, the expression of specific lifestyle, oneself, one’s personality, and the fulfillment of
self-esteem etcetera. (Verlegh & Steenkamp, 1999; Adina, Gabriela & Roxana-Denisa, 2015).

4.2.1 Emotional Connotations - Domestic Brands

Consumers tend to less often express emotional connotations that include self-expression and
social status enhancement etcetera towards domestic EV brands. Among the limited data regarding
emotional connotations, there is an obvious pattern of contradiction as both positive and negative
comments exist.

Consumers tend to have a negative bias towards products from less developed countries, but this
bias may change over time with the advancement of technologies (Adina, Gabriela & Roxana-
Denisa, 2015). The empirical material shows that consumers from a less developed country have
bias even towards their own country’s products, but the development of technology has been
changing this bias. For example, some people think affirmatively that domestic EV brands have
been developing fast and advanced to a higher class, making them have “face” when driving a
domestic EV:

Among those domestic brands, BYD has developed very fast in recent years,
especially in EV, as it is one of the best in the country [...] BYD used to
have the image of cheap cars in everyone's mind. Now, when driving out a
BYD, people feel to have "class" (privileged).

And one consumer even thinks one of the models of BAIC BJEV provides an enhanced social
status because the car looks like a foreign car:

EX3 has a feeling of imported and joint venture cars, driving out a car like
this makes you have face.

These two examples also show that some consumers construct their emotional connotations on the
basis of perceived quality such as technology advancement and design. As the technology of BYD
has progressed, consumers feel to have social status when driving a BYD. These consumers are
more towards rational consumers as they try to systematically and consistently maximize utility
(Zafirovski, 2016) by connecting emotional connotations with perceived quality.
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The feeling of affinity can also be developed from the match between a country’s brand personality
and the consumer’s personality (Aaker, 1999). One of the consumers finds resonance between
his/her own personality with the edgy EV brand NIO’s personality:

[ feel that this car (NIO) is like an electronic product. It is suitable for
someone like me who is willing to try new things.

Conversely, some of the consumers hold negative perceptions towards domestic EV brands. Even
though they think the quality is fine, they still cannot accept the low-end brand image of domestic
EV brands. These consumers that value emotions more than utility are irrational consumers. This
indicates that in some consumers’ mind, the emotional connotations are more important than the
perceived quality:

It's not that I don't believe in domestic quality, but the Chinese market is
Jjust like this. When people hear that there is a RMB400,000 - 500,000 car
from Chery (a low-end domestic car brand), instantly they don't want to buy
it [...] Buying a car now must definitely look at the brand. This car (BAIC
BJEYV) is not such a good brand.

In terms of emotional connotations, it can be concluded that the brand image of domestic EV
brands is twofold, and both positive and negative feelings are involved. The positive ones are that
domestic brands are developing fast in technology, so the brand image is being improved, while
some consumers feel to share the personality with the edgy domestic EV brand. The passive ones
mostly concern the general low-end image of domestic brands, and sometimes the emotional
connotations can be prioritized over the perceived quality among irrational consumers.

4.2.2 Emotional Connotations - Mixblood Brands

For mixblood brands, the emotional connotations are generally less mentioned by consumers. But
among those who express their emotional perceptions, both positive and negative feelings are
presented.

Consumers tend to link COO and COOW with the feelings of social status and pride when
possessing specific products. In less developed countries, consumers prefer brands from more
developed countries as a way to enhance social status, particularly among high social-signaling
value products (Aaker, 1999; Verlegh & Steenkamp, 1999; Batra et al., 2000). As EV falls in the
product category of high value in social signaling, positively, the empirical material demonstrates
that consumer sees the foreign COO as a source to show their social status and to establish social
pride:

We Chinese consumers must consider a factor called "face" when buying a
car [...] Supported by Daimler's brand, technology, and background that
originate from Germany, Denza is ‘the second generation of the rich’.
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The empirical material also again shows that consumers in general develop emotional
connotations, such as the high-class feeling, based on the perceived quality aspects include design
and quality of the product:

Choosing Denza is for the quality and the high class [...] When observing
the details of Denza, it can see that it really focuses on creating a sense of
exquisite luxury [...]

Moreover, the foreign COO can be the source for consumers to express themselves as COO is an
expressive factor to signal their ideal personality (Batra et al., 2000). The comment in below
demonstrates that consumers detect the personality of the brand from the brand’s foreign COO:

There are people in the world who always focus on their careers or hobbies,
their lifestyles are different, they like niche products... For the Swedes, they
not only love life, but also love nature, and insist on their own unique
understanding in building a car [...] (NEVS)

On the contrary, the COO and COOW of mixblood brands can be viewed negatively in the eyes
of consumers. Rational consumers think that the combination of foreign COO, which is indicated
by the foreign mother brand, and local COOW, which is indicated by the domestic mother brand,
do not make the brand itself become high-end, particularly for a newly established brand. Instead,
they trace the emotional connotations back to the perceived quality, which include design and logo
etcetera:

Denza always gives people a low-end feeling [...] Mercedes-Benz has a
high-end feeling right? But Daimler is the parent company of Mercedes-
Benz, not the Mercedes-Benz brand itself [...] The Denza brand should be

separated from the parent company |[...]

1t is difficult for consumers to choose a “high-end” brand that was suddenly
created out of nothing. The failure of this car is using a new logo that is like
BYD at a glance. If the logo is Mercedes-Benz, no one will say anything
anymore! [...]

It can be seen that the COO and COOW need to be a match to develop positive emotional
connotations. And the simple combination of a well perceived foreign COO and a domestic
COOW do not necessarily make consumers perceive the EV brand positively in an emotional
perspective. The analysis of emotional connotations also presents that for some rational
consumers, they refer to the perceived quality of the EV brand itself before developing emotional
connotations. For irrational consumers, they treat the superior foreign COO and mother brand of
the mixblood EV as source for emotional connotations.
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4.2.3 Emotional Connotations - Foreign Brand

Emotional connotations are quite prominent for foreign brands. Interestingly, “face” is brought up
again as one of the significant emotional connotations. Although Chinese consumers think that
domestic EV brands are improving in technology, they still prefer EV brands that can give them
“face” as a social status enhancer. From the comment below, it can be observed that emotional
connotations are more important than perceived quality for some consumers. And these consumers
can be called irrational because they put emotions above perceived quality that would maximize
utility:

Some of China’s rich people look down upon the cars that BYD has made,
no matter how good the car is. Those rich people have the money to buy the
car (Tesla), so they do not care about money, they just care more about
"face" in China.

On the other hand, consumer connects the origin/owner foreign country’s image with the EV
product and uses the product as an expression of one’s lifestyle and attitude. Aaker (1999) stresses
the consistency between brand personality and consumer’s actual or ideal personality. The
similarities in a country’s and the target consumer’s personality help consumers to develop affinity
feeling towards the country and the brand (Adina, Gabriela & Roxana-Denisa, 2015). It is
discovered in the data that consumers tend to choose a foreign EV brand because of the brand
personality and even the origin/owner country’s characteristic:

Choosing Tesla is choosing a life attitude! [...] Tesla provides a product for
the new upper class to express and distinguish themselves from others [...]
Tesla represents the American spirit of game-changers and interrupters,
thus these high-end consumers, who are also game-changers themselves,
prefer a brand like Tesla that appears as a game-changer.

In some cases, the emotional connotations are raised up from an individual to a global level. Some
people see a bigger picture and they think that supporting the foreign brand Tesla is to help to
better change the world:

[...] In my opinion, people need to live in this expectation. If Musk loses,
that's his own failure; but if he succeeds, that's the future of the world.

Foreign EV brands are generally favored when it comes to emotional connotations as it is
perceived to not only bring “face” and self-expression but also that the established brand nodes in
consumers’ minds are generally positively towards the COO and COOW for foreign brands with
connotations to aspects important for EVs such as technology and design.
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4.3 Ethnocentrism & Disidentification

Consumer ethnocentrism is the view of things in which one’s own group is centered and referred
to (Josiassen, Assaf & Karpen, 2011). Consumer ethnocentrism mainly motivate consumers to
adopt domestic products and reject foreign ones (Shimp & Sharma, 1987; Balabanis &
Diamantopoulos, 2004). On the contrary, disidentification is identified when consumers oppose to
the products and the consumption patterns of their own country.

4.3.1 Ethnocentrism & Disidentification - Domestic Brands

For the domestic brands, there is a strong sense of ethnocentrism and patriotism among consumers.
Some consumers say that they simply buy the domestic brands to support the country; some say
that they do it not only to strengthen Chinese products in the EV market, but also because they
actually like the brand:

Support BYD because BYD is the leader of new energy cars, and because
BYD makes Chinese cars strong.

For some consumers, the ethnocentrism can exceed other perception aspects to be the dominant
perception. The ethnocentrism is even stronger when it is expressed that they do not favor the
foreign brand and they simply reject foreign brands compared with domestic ones:

The domestic brands are supporting the face of the Chinese people all the
time. I am not a fan of BYD, but I only buy a national brand car, not that 1
do not have money, just because I simply do not want to buy joint venture
or imported cars.

The comment implies that some consumers place ethnocentrism on top of perceptions. Most
comments relate to support China and strengthen its position in the market rather than consumers’
preference of a specific domestic brand. The COO and COOW does not bring any specific
attributes, nodes or guarantees, but the domestic brands are supported to favor the country. And
the consumers who express this strong ethnocentrism perception are more towards irrational
consumers given the fact that they have a strong sense of ethnocentrism and value the country
more than other practical factors.

In the meantime, rational consumers generate ethnocentrism based on a satisfying perceived
quality. The perceived quality is ranked on top of emotional connotations, and when the perceived
quality is not acceptable, ethnocentric feelings will be separately evaluated regarding the facts.

Repeated repair, battery mileage suddenly drops to zero, poor customer
service, all kinds of small faults... All these make me as a BAIC car owner
exhausted! [...] Although I want to support domestic brands, it's too difficult
to say love you, BAIC. I can only give up on you. I need a car, not an
"ancestor" [...] I can only love others! [...]
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Apart from ethnocentrism, disidentification is also demonstrated by some consumers, who
question the domestic EV because of technological reasons. But disidentification only accounts
for a very small amount of comments in the empirical materials:

All domestic garbage only knows how to use patriotism to deceive
consumers’ money. Domestic EVs are behind foreign brands more than 100
vears! They only know how to brag without having actual technology.

Overall, as the country is more frequently mentioned than a particular brand, the brand image of
domestic brands is not only associations to a specific brand, but more importantly how the COO
and COOW bring associations to the brand. Rational and irrational consumers develop
ethnocentrism differently when rational consumers value ethnocentrism most and irrational
consumers value ethnocentrism on the basis of perceived quality.

4.3.2 Ethnocentrism & Disidentification - Mixblood Brands

The ethnocentrism perception is not commonly mentioned among mixblood EV brands. But when
brought up, consumers’ ethnocentric feelings are concentrated on the domestic COOW of the
mixblood brands, and the positive feelings tend to be relatively strong. The ethnocentrism is
mainly about what the domestic compositions have achieved through the mixblood EV brand and
how can they contribute to make the national industry and the country stronger in the future:

The emergence of this “real joint venture” product (Denza) also reflects
that domestic car companies has gained the initiative in car manufacturing

[..]

Evergrande's acquisition of NEVS [ ...] enhance the core competitiveness of
China's automobile industry, thus boost the transformation and upgrade of
China's automobile industry [...] greatly enlarge the influence of Chinese
companies in the global new-energy automobile industry [ ...] provide more
possibilities for China to realize the "car dream", and eventually to realize
the "Strong Country’s Dream" to become a more powerful country.

From the comments above, it can be observed that consumers track the ethnocentrism from the
perceived quality such as technology and manufacturing. It is illustrated that the advancement in
manufacturing has enhanced the ethnocentric perceptions. As the domestic part is contributing
greatly in the mixblood EV brand’s product development, people think this make them feel proud
of their country.

But it is worth mentioning that there is still a small part of consumers hold an opposite idea as
disidentification. For example, one consumer views the acquisition of a foreign EV brand
negatively and points out that this has limited influence towards the development of the country.
This type of consumers is quite rational regarding the fact that they emphasize the strength of the
EV brand instead of supporting the country pure emotionally:

39



Buying a foreign company cannot change the characteristic of China:
quick, do it, go for it. Always only focus on speed but forget about
accumulation.

Generally, the brand image of mixblood brands in terms of ethnocentrism is mainly positive.
Emphasis is placed on the Chinese COOW of the mixblood EV brands, while the contribution to
the country’s EV industry, the nation’s own industry, and further the country’s power as a whole
are stressed. Meanwhile, some disidentifications are also observed among rational consumers.

4.3.3 Disidentification - Foreign Brands

The ethnocentrism and disidentification perceptions coexist among foreign brands. The
disidentification perceptions are about recognizing the strength and culture characteristic of the
foreign country. Consumers present positive perceptions of foreign EV brand relating to the
advantages of its COO and COOW. For instance, Tesla is favored because of the American spirit
embedded in the brand and the strong strength of America’s industry:

What is the true spirit of the United States? Maybe you will use words like

freedom, democracy, openness, etc. What can represent the American
spirit? ...For car brands, the most representative is Tesla. It uses pure
electric power to refresh our cognition of cars.

Standing behind the 15-year-old Tesla is the century-old American
automobile industry, which is the cornerstone of the miracle [...]

COOW can influence consumers’ brand attitude if the political and economic systems of foreign
country differ a lot compared with their own country (Cheah & Phau, 2015). Previous research
explains animosity as “the remnants of antipathy related to previous or ongoing military, political
or economic events” (Klein, Ettenson & Morris, 1998, p. 90). We find that animosity exists in
Chinese consumers’ ethnocentric perceptions towards the foreign EV brands, as the political
system varies between China and the US.

Capitalism is all evil, and socialism is superior [...]

Some consumers express their ethnocentrism by referring the admiration of foreign EV brands as
blind worship. But such criticisms of blind worship are raised by irrational consumers without
valid arguments and seemed like emotions catharsis:

[...] Chinese people are more “strictly demanding” for their domestic
brands, but too fond of foreign brands [...] this is such a deep-rooted blind
worship towards foreign products.

[...] People who buy this thing only because it is expensive, not because it
is good, those people are crazy, there is no need to discuss further.
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Moreover, irrational consumers put their ethnocentric feelings before other perceptions by
rejecting all foreign brands out of ethnocentrism:

Even Though “foreign farther” (foreign EV brand) is more “handsome”,
the biological mother (domestic EV brand) that gives birth to you and raises
you up is closer.

Overall, both ethnocentrism and disidentification perceptions are expressed regarding foreign
brands. The ethnocentrism perceptions seem to be irrational to some extent. Irrational consumers
express their opposition of foreign brands without providing concrete reasons, but simply saying
that they just prefer domestic EV brands or criticizing the foreign brand’s country.

4.4 Analysis Summary

To sum up, Chinese consumers’ perceptions towards domestic, mixblood, and foreign EV brands
are listed as perceived quality, emotional connotations, ethnocentrism and disidentification in
Table 4 as below. In the table, the “+” mark refers to positive perceptions, while “-” refers to
negative perceptions.

Table 4. Analysis Summary of Consumer perceptions

Perceived Quality

Emotional Connotations

Ethnocentrism &
Disidentification

Domestic brands

Prominent

¢)

e Mainly negative

e Perceived quality is very

important, particularly
among rational consumers

e The quality of domestic
brands should be improved

e Low-end domestic EV
brand image is being
improved

Not prominent

e Both positive & negative
perceptions

)

e Have bias, but the
technology development of
domestic brands is
changing the bias

e Resonance with edgy
domestic EV brand’s
personality

e Rational consumers
construct emotional
connotations based on
perceived quality

[Most valued perception]

Highly prominent
)

e  Mostly positive
(ethnocentrism)

e  Supporting the home
country and strengthen its
position in the market

e Some consumers like the
domestic brand

e Rational consumers
generate ethnocentrism
based on a satisfying
perceived quality

e Irrational consumers place

41




e Irrational consumers reject
the low-end brand image
even though the quality is
fine

e Irrational consumers put
emotions on top of
perceived quality

ethnocentrism on top, they
simply reject foreign
brands because of
ethnocentrism

e A very small number of
consumers demonstrate
disidentification is
demonstrated because of
technological reasons

Mixblood brands

[Most valued perception]
Prominent

()

e  Mainly positive

e Consumers refer to both
the mother brands and the
COO & COOW for their
strengths

e The foreign COO and
foreign mother brand
perceived as guarantee of
quality, safety and risk
reducer

Not prominent

e Both positive & negative
perceptions

)

e The foreign COO provides
social status, social pride,
and self-expression

e Emotional connotations are
developed based on
perceived quality

e Irrational consumers treat
the superior foreign COO
and mother brand of the
mixblood EV as a source

Not prominent
()

e Mainly positive
(ethnocentrism)

e Positively focus on the
domestic COOW

e The ethnocentrism is
mainly about the
contribution of the
country’s EV industry, the
nation’s whole industry,
and the country’s power

e Consumers generate
ethnocentrism from the

e Rational consumers value for emotional connotations perceived quality
the perceived quality
e The COO and COOW need | ® Rational consumers
to be a match to develop emphasize the strength of
positive emotional the EV brand instead of
connotations supporting the country
pure emotionally
)
)
e Rational consumers think
the foreign COO have e A small number of
limited influence on the CONSUMers express
brand itself, they trace disidentification and view
affective perceptions back the acquisition of
to the cognitive aspects domestic company
(e.g. quality) towards foreign EV brand
negatively
Foreign brands Prominent [Most valued perception] Less prominent
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)

Mainly positive

General favorable
perception towards the
foreign COO & COOW

A match between the
product and the country is
important

One negative perception
regarding the low value for
money

Highly Prominent
)
e  Mainly positive

e “Face” is significant as
social status enhancer

e Irrational consumers value
emotional connotations
more than perceived quality

e Connect the foreign COO
& COOW with the EV
product to express one’s
lifestyle, attitude, and
personality

e Affective perception can be
raised up to a border global
level

)

Both ethnocentrism &
disidentification exist

Disidentification as
recognizing the strength
and culture characteristic
of the foreign country

View the foreign COO &
COOW negatively
because of political and
economic differences

Irrational consumers
regard the support of
foreign EV brands as
blind worship

Irrational consumers put
ethnocentrism first by
rejecting all foreign
brands
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5. Discussion

The analysis of the consumer perception of COO and COOW among three types of EV brands has
been conducted. Some major patterns of consumer perceptions are observed, and the prominent
and positive perceptions in each brand category are found. In this chapter, we will further discuss
the cognitive, affective, and normative perceptions respectively based on the analysis, and combine
the prominent and positive perceptions to find out the most valued perceptions in each brand
category. We will also look into the interrelationship of the three perceptions closely. The three
perceptions are the main themes that abstracted from the second codes in the analysis and related
to the literature.

This discussion aims to provide a deeper understanding of what are the main perceptions of
Chinese consumers towards EV brands with different COO and COOW, what are the most valued
aspects in each brand category that consumer perceive, and what is the interrelationship among the
cognitive, affective, and normative perceptions. After that, an enhanced theoretical framework will
be presented based on the critical findings in the discussion. This chapter helps to realize the
research aim, which is to reveal how consumers perceive the brand image of EVs in terms of COO
and COOW through expanding the understanding of COO and COOW in consumer perceptions
and offering insights to the EV industry from the consumer’s perspective.

5.1 General Discussion

First of all, generally, the perceived quality, emotional connotations, and ethnocentrism and
disidentification appear to be at different levels of significance among the three brand categories.
In domestic brands, perceived quality and ethnocentrism are more prominent; In mixblood brands,
perceived quality is more obvious; In the foreign brand, perceived quality and emotional
connotations are more apparent. Moreover, both positive and negative perceptions are expressed
by the consumers in each brand category, within which there are patterns of contradicting
perceptions in different degrees. The perceived quality is more towards negative and the
ethnocentrism perception is more positive regarding domestic brands; For mixblood brands,
perceived quality and ethnocentrism aspects are more affirmative while the emotional aspect is
divided into two extremes; For foreign brands, perceived quality and emotional perceptions seem
to be more positive, and ethnocentrism that is negative towards the foreign brand is more obvious.

Secondly, combining the level of prominence with the degree of positive/negative, the most valued
aspects, which are both prominent and positive in each brand category can be detected. In domestic
EV brands, consumers treat ethnocentrism as most valuable; In mixblood brands, the perceived
quality aspect is valued most; Regarding foreign brands, emotional connotations are seen as most
valued.

Thirdly, the divide of rational and irrational consumers is evident in terms of perceptions.
Consumers perceive the EV brands with different COO and COOW differently based on
consumers’ own viewpoints. Some consumers are rational as they try to maximize utility, some
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are irrational consumers because their choices and perceptions are driven by emotions. Rational
and irrational consumers value and prioritize different kinds of perceptions, which will be
discussed further in each section respectively.

5.2 Cognitive Perception

For the cognitive evaluation, perceived quality with components such as design and manufacturing
quality, safety, and reliability are included (Adina, Gabriela & Roxana-Denisa, 2015). The
cognitive evaluation is seen among domestic, mixblood, and foreign brands, but is the most valued
in the mixblood brands as the perception is both prominent and positive.

Consumers refer to both the mother brands and the COO and COOW for their advantages when
perceiving mixblood brands. The foreign COO and domestic COOW both play the role of
providing guarantee for perceived quality that forms the cognitive perceptions. But the foreign
COO and foreign mother brand are seen more positively as the contributors of cognitive
perception. Meanwhile, some consumers also value the domestic contributions to the mixblood
brands and the increased perceived quality among domestic mother brands and COOW.
Underlying reasons for why the foreign COO are perceived to bring a quality guarantee, could be
that consumers tend to favor products from more developed countries or where consumers perceive
a match between a country’s specialties and the product in question (Roth & Romeo, 1992; Verlegh
& Steenkamp, 1999). Also, a match between the foreign COO and domestic COOW needs to be
identified before consumers develop positive perceptions towards mixblood brands.

For rational consumers, generally, the cognitive aspect is highly important. The cognitive
perception has to be fulfilled or be positively perceived for rational consumers to develop other
types of perceptions. And they tend to refer other kinds of perceptions back to the cognitive
aspects. Quality is mentioned among domestic brands as rational consumers seek to maximize
utility (Zafirovski, 2016), however, the quality is usually not perceived positively, and this can be
a reason for rational consumers value mixblood or foreign brands over domestic ones. On the other
hand, for irrational consumers, feelings and emotions are drivers for them and perceived quality is
not as highly evaluated. Thus, the cognitive aspect is not as important as other perceptions for
irrational consumers.

Our findings are in line with previous literature stating that consumers evaluate the brand
positively because the brands and products are from more developed countries or there is a
perceived match between product and country. What is new is that, how consumers value COO
and COOW depend on their rationality. For rational consumers, the cognitive aspects that includes
quality is more important than other perceptions, however, the match and established connotations
towards a country or a brand still serve as a guarantee of quality.
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5.3 Affective Perception

For the affective aspect, emotional connotations such as feelings of status, pride or self-expression
are included (Adina, Gabriela & Roxana-Denisa, 2015). The affective perceptions are seen among
domestic, mixblood, and foreign brands, but are most valued for foreign brands with prominent
and positive presence.

Consumers mention affective perceptions that contain emotional connotations of social status,
personality, and “face” as important elements, and these are most commonly seen for foreign
brands. Even though consumers think that domestic brands are improving the quality, they still
prefer a foreign brand that will give them “face” and social status as emotional connotations in
affective perceptions. Consumers also connect the foreign COO and COOW with the EV product
to express their lifestyle, attitude, and personality. The reason why consumers prefer foreign COO
and COOW could be that there is a match between a country’s brand personality and consumer
personality, making them value foreign brands higher (Aaker, 1999). For the domestic brands, the
affective aspect is usually perceived negatively. For the mixblood brands, the foreign COO brings
affective value to the brand, making the brand perceived much more positively.

For rational consumers who seek for the best alternative that maximizes their benefits, the affective
evaluation is less valuable than the cognitive one but still something that they value. If they seek
to maximize the benefits of their choice, a foreign brand will give them social status, but the brand
has to be of good quality and design for them to value as the social status enhancer. The foreignness
of COO and COOW does not always make the brand high-end or act as a social status enhancer,
instead rational consumer link affective aspects back to the cognitive ones.

However, for irrational consumers, the affective perception can overwhelm the cognitive
perception. Irrational consumers think the feeling of social status and “face” is more important
than the quality as emotions drive their choices (Samuelson, 1983).

The findings of affective perceptions are also in line with previous literature regarding emotional
connotations. In the Chinese context, the term “face” can also be included in affective perceptions
as it relates to the status enhancing perception. In terms of COO and COOW, the foreign brands
enjoy most positive affective perceptions as the foreign country or brand gives consumers social
status. And the social status is more commonly mentioned among irrational consumers.

5.4 Normative Perception

For the normative aspect, the feeling of ethnocentrism and disidentification is included. The
normative aspects refer to personal and social values that ethnocentrism and disidentification build
upon. Ethnocentrism motivate consumers to support domestic products and reject foreign ones
(Shimp & Sharma, 1987; Balabanis & Diamantopoulos, 2004), while disidentification make
consumers resist brands and products of their own country.
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Normative perception is most valued among domestic brands as it is both prominent and positive
towards consumers’ own country. The positive normative perception (ethnocentrism) and negative
one (disidentification) are both found in mixblood and foreign brands but are less prominent. The
normative aspect is most valued in domestic brands where consumers support domestic brands to
support the country or the country’s position in the EV market.

Irrational consumers place the support for the country on top of other practical factors and even
reject all foreign brands to show their support, thus they see normative perception as most
important. For rational consumers, they develop normative perception based on cognitive
perception. Rational consumer based the ethnocentrism towards domestic brands on a positive
perceived quality, and they evaluate the specific EV brand instead of backing the country pure
emotionally.

The normative aspects include ethnocentrism and disidentification in literature is found in our
study. Previous research state that consumers in more developed countries tend to prefer domestic
products, and this is found true for Chinese consumers in terms of cognitive and affective
perceptions. What’s new is that the irrational consumers have such a strong sense of normative
perception of ethnocentrism, thus they tend to favor domestic brands. The domestic brands are
prefered for the sake of them being domestic and not necessarily because of the quality. The
irrational consumers dominate the empirical material when it comes to normative values.

5.5 Interrelationship of Cognitive, Affective & Normative Perceptions

How consumers value cognitive, normative or affective among domestic, mixblood and foreign
brands depend heavily on their rationality. Different priorities are attached to different perceptions
according to consumer rationality, while the interrelationship of the cognitive, affective, and
normative perceptions varies accordingly.

Rational consumers provide arguments for choosing the best alternative to maximize their benefits,
and this is most commonly related to the cognitive aspects. Rational consumer value the cognitive
perception significantly. They generate affective and normative perceptions according to the
cognitive aspect, and they also trace the affective and normative perceptions back to cognitive
perceptions. Generally, in this research, rational consumers prioritize cognitive perception, over
affective and normative ones. There is a leading and tracing relationship between cognitive and
affective perceptions, and between cognitive and normative perceptions.

For irrational consumers, they present opinions that are emotionally based, and normative aspects
are perceived as most important. Irrational consumers put normative aspects first, then they place
affective perception ahead of cognitive. In their perception, the hierarchy from top to down is
normative, affective, and cognitive respectively.
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But to some extent, irrational consumers also develop affective perceptions from cognitive ones,
and trace affective perceptions back to cognitive ones. One example is that they see the superior
foreign COO and mother brand of the mixblood EV brand as a source of positive affective
perceptions, while the superior foreign COO and mother brand already indicate positive cognitive
perceptions. Irrational consumers generate normative perceptions from cognitive perspectives as
well. For example, the domestic EV brand BYD with advanced technology makes both rational
and irrational consumers feel proud of their country. However, irrational consumers do not track
normative perceptions back to cognitive aspects, and they can simply stand by a domestic EV
brand out of ethnocentrism even if the domestic brand is perceived as bad quality.

5.6 The Enhanced Theoretical Framework

After analyzing and discussing the empirical material in detail, major complements can be made
to expand the original theoretical framework based on the findings. Most importantly, the interplay
among cognitive, affective, and normative perceptions is added.

Rational
e
Consumers

Normative
Perception

Intrinsic & COO & COOW

Extrinsic Associations
. rand Image
Cues e Domestic brands Brand g
(COO & e Mixblood brands
COOW...) e Foreign brands

ormative
Perception

Affective
Perceplion

Irrational
Consumers

Cognitive
Perception

Figure 2. The Enhanced Theoretical Framework

In general, for rational consumers, cognitive perception is most valued, and it is ranked first.
Cognitive perception can lead to affective and further normative perceptions, whilst affective and
normative perceptions can be traced from cognitive ones. The interaction among cognitive,
affective and cognitive perception can be seen and expressed by arrows in both bottom-up and top-
down directions.
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For irrational consumers, the normative perception can overwhelm affective and then cognitive
perception. This makes normative perception on top of the layers, affective ranks next, and
cognitive at the bottom. With the fact that consumers develop affective perceptions according to
cognitive aspects, and affective perspectives can be traced back to cognitive ones, arrows can be
drawn to express these two-way relationships as well. But the relationship between cognitive
perception and normative perception is only one-way from cognitive to normative, because
cognitive perception can develop the normative one, but the normative perception cannot be traced
back to the cognitive one.

However, it needs to be pointed out that this interplay among the three perceptions is not absolute.
These interactions are observed as a general phenomenon but not a definite truth in all conditions.

49



6. Conclusion

This chapter integrates the major findings of this study based on the analysis and discussion of
empirical materials. Main conclusions are presented, key theoretical contributions and
managerial implications are discussed, while limitations and suggestions for further research are
indicated.

This study has explored the consumer perceptions of COO and COOW among EV brands by using
the theoretical framework of consumer perception. It has generated new findings to expand the
theoretical framework with regards to the research question: How do Chinese consumers perceive
the image of electric vehicles (EV) brands in terms of country of origin (COO) and country of
ownership (COOW) in the Chinese EV market?

To reach the aim of this study, the empirical material was obtained by conducting digital research
in the Chinese context, intending to generalize insights and understandings for consumer
perception of COO and COOW. The material was analyzed with the guidance of the related
theories. We saw this research as exploratory and focused on expanding the understanding of
consumer perceptions towards the COO and COOW and towards the EV sector. In light of the
aim, the emphasis was put on providing theoretical and managerial implications to COO and
COOW research and to EV consumer studies.

6.1 Main Conclusion

First of all, different significant aspects in different brand categories are found by combining the
prominence and the positivity in consumer perceptions. It can be concluded from the analysis that:
(a) For the domestic brands, normative perceptions are most valued. The Chinese consumers have
a strong sense of ethnocentrism and they support the domestic brands mainly to support the
country. (b) For the mixblood brands, the cognitive perception is most salient. Consumers refer to
both the mother brand and the COO & COOW for the cognitive advantages. In particular, the
foreign components of mixblood brands contribute as guarantee of cognitive evaluations such as
quality, design, and manufacturing. (c) Lastly, for the foreign brands, the affective aspects are most
valuable. The Chinese consumers like foreign brands because they give them “face” and a sense
of social status when using the car. Although these are the most prominent aspects for each brand
category, there is a blur boundary of significance. Cognitive, affective, and normative perceptions
can be seen in all brand categories but to a varied extent.

Secondly, the perception of COO and COOW varies in different brand categories. In domestic
brands and foreign brands, the COO and COOW are almost equivalent respectively, thus they are
more or less seen as one by consumers. Mainly in mixblood brands, the different perceptions
between COO and COOW can be distinguished. In mixblood brands, the foreign COO is
emphasized by Chinese consumers as it greatly influences the perception of the mixblood brand
cognitively (e.g. technology, design) and affectively (e.g. face, social status). But the foreign COO
is viewed to be most valuable for the cognitive aspects. The domestic owner (COOW) is attached
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with great importance mainly in the normative aspect (e.g. ethnocentrism) when consumers think
that the presence and contribution of the domestic owner are signs of gaining power for their
motherland. However, some perceive a mismatch between the COO and COOW if the image of
the origin country differs a lot from the owner country’s image, and this is particularly prominent
in the affective perceptions. The consumers believe that a “high-end” brand cannot be made by
simply combing a superior foreign COO and a domestic COOW, therefore a match between the
COO and COOW is needed for the perceptions to stay positive.

Thirdly, the interrelationship among cognitive, affective, and normative perceptions is
prominently observed and varies depending on consumer rationality. The interrelationship is
twofold. For rational Chinese consumers, the cognitive aspect is attached with the greatest
importance. Cognitive perception is placed on top among the three perceptions as it can develop
affective feelings, while affective perceptions can be traced back to cognitive ones. Meanwhile,
cognitive perceptions can also cause normative perceptions and normative feelings can be returned
to cognitive ones. For irrational Chinese consumers, normative perceptions appear to be on top,
the next is affective, and then is cognitive perception. Chinese consumers value the support of their
own country so much that they put it above other feelings, while affective aspect is also significant
as these irrational consumer value social status and self-expression.

In conclusion, different most valued perceptions are found among EV brands with different COO
and COOW, while the distinguish between COO and COOW perceptions is observed in mixblood
brands. Apart from that, there is an interplay among the perceptions where rational and irrational
consumers place different emphasizes and connections.

6.2 Contributions

6.2.1 Theoretical Contributions

Based on the theoretical framework that is generated from previous research of brand image,
country of origin (COQO), country of ownership (COOW), and consumer perception, this study has
explored consumer perception of brand image in COO and COOW by looking into the EV industry
in the context of Chinese EV market.

Through the exploration of consumer perceptions in cognitive, affective, and normative levels, this
research is the first to study consumer perception towards COO and COOW in the EV category. It
provides a deeper understanding of consumer perception in COO by taking out the element of
COOW to combine with COO, while bringing forward the interrelationship of the cognitive,
affective, and normative perceptions among rational and irrational consumers. Moreover, by
putting the research context in China, it adds to the understanding of the Chinese market and
Chinese consumers. Therefore, this research contributes not only to enhance the literature of COO
and COOW in consumer perceptions, to the EV industry from the consumer’s perspective, but also
to the Chinese market as a whole. Further, it also produces contributions to the general study of
COO, consumer perception, and international marketing.
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By analyzing and discussing the empirical material, findings have been proposed to enhance the
theoretical framework. The research has developed the theoretical model by introducing the
interrelationship of cognitive, affective, and normative perceptions among rational and irrational
consumers, stating that rational and irrational consumers have different prioritizations and
perception interconnections. In this way, this study has provided a new angel to understand
consumer perceptions of COO and COOW and opened new possibilities for scholars to discuss
the interrelationship among consumer perceptions in different contexts and different product
categories.

6.2.2 Managerial Implications

The managerial implication of this study is threefold. Firstly, through the comprehensions of how
consumers perceive the COO and COOW, it helps EV companies and marketing professionals to
understand the consumer perception process, and to utilize their COO and COOW cues to facilitate
positive consumer perceptions, thus, to improve brand image.

Secondly, by uncovering the most valued perceptions of COO and COOW in domestic, mixblood,
and foreign brands, with the interrelationship in consumer perceptions among rational and
irrational consumers, this research has provided the possibility for different EV brands to take
advantage of consumer perception by putting focus on the aspect that different consumers value
most. As this is a generalizing study, the insights can also be adopted by marketing managers, who
may use different marketing strategies according to the COO and COOW of their brands to target
rational or irrational consumers.

Thirdly, to a wider range, the insights of consumer perception in COO and COOW generated from
this research can help governments and public organizations to improve the adoption of EVs, thus,
to contribute to emission reduction and sustainable development.

6.3 Limitations and Further Research

Throughout this research, the limitations were shown along with the research methodology. In this
study, the researchers’ interpretation of the empirical material is the key to select, extract, analyze,
and discuss the material. Based on the subjectivity, there is a possibility that not all comments
regarding consumer perception towards COO and COOW can be obtained or presented. Besides,
risks exist in the researchers’ interpretation of the empirical material because consumers’ meanings
may not be absolutely understood or demonstrated.

What is more, the context of this research provides an environment to study consumer perception,
and the empirical material being collected from the Chinese market provides a strength for this
particular context. However, the special market environment and consumer culture in China may
influence the applicability to all contexts, thus limiting the applicability of the research results to
some extent.
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Further, the representativeness of chosen EV brands is limited. There are three example EV brands
for domestic brands representing high, medium, and low market positioning. However, the
representative brands for the mixblood and foreign brand are not so many to represent each market
positioning because of the limited number of EV brands established in China. In addition, the
example mixblood and foreign EV brands all have the COO and COOW from a more developed
country compared with the target consumer’s country, this may influence the research results to
some extent. The choice of mixblood brands and the foreign brand may also affect the result of
this study as particular values are attached to certain countries and brands by Chinese consumers.

Based on the limitations stated above, further research can be conducted to complement or extend
this research. In the first place, other EV markets can be studied to testify and enhance the
theoretical framework of consumer perceptions towards and COO and COOW. The different
development levels of origin country or owner’s country compared with the consumer’s own
country may lead to different research results. Secondly, for mixblood brands, the mother brand,
including the mother brands representing the COO and the COOW respectively are frequently
mentioned by consumers. As this research only focuses on COOW and COO, and it does not look
deep into the mother brand, the consideration of how mother brands interact with COO and COOW
in consumer perceptions may be interested to research. Thirdly, with the limitations of
representative brands, more consumer insights are possible to be generated along with the growth
of EV markets and the emergence of more EV brands with different market positionings. The
research of representative brands covering the varying market positionings may provide broader
and more thorough understandings of consumer perceptions towards COO and COOW.
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Appendix
Appendix A. The coding of empirical materials

The first cycle of descriptive coding such as design, engineering, social status, technology etcetera.
were used to sort the collected material with labels close to the material. The raw material either
explicitly used some of the first cycle codes or implied the importance of such aspects. Each
post/comment in the raw material were described with suitable first coding labels of a word or a
short phrase to summarize the core meaning of the text. Based on the first cycle coding, the second
cycle coding was conducted where the aspects of the first cycle were abstracted to a more general
level, not as close to the empirical material as the first coding was. Alongside of the first and
second coding, an emotional coding was used where each of the collected comments were rated as
positive, negative, both positive and negative, or neutral. Positive was marked as green, negative
as red, and both positive and negative and neutral as white. This emotional coding distinguished
the emotional attitudes while the descriptive coding showed the consumer perception. And in the
discussion chapter, the emotional coding was combined with the prominent perceptions to
showcase the most valued perception of each brand category. Lastly, the second cycle coding was
categorized into cognitive, affective, and normative to link to the literature.

An example of the coding process is presented in the table Coding Example I below. In this
example, the raw material in Chinese firstly is translated into English. As technology is mentioned,
the first cycle of descriptive coding of this comment is “technology”. According to literature,
technology is a part of perceived quality, and “perceived quality” is the second code for this
comment. As the comment implies a positive attitude towards the domestic brand BYD, the
emotional coding is green, indicating positive attitude. Lastly, the comment is categorized under
cognitive as perceived quality is related to cognitive aspects of COO according to the literature.

Coding Example 1.
Positive/ Cognitive
Comment 1st Codes 2nd Codes Negative/ Affective
Neutral Normative
With the arrival of such a EV with strong
sense of technology, there is no need to look . .
at Tesla anymore. Our BYD car is quite good Technology Perceived Quality (Erizzi) C
enough.

Some comments include a mix of first codes that are related to: perceived quality, e.g. technology;
emotional connotations, e.g. face; and ethnocentrism and disidentification, e.g. national pride. As
most empirical material holds one or two aspects, a comment that hold both cognitive and affective
perception as example is illustrated in the table Coding Example 2.
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Coding Example 2.

Positive/ Cognitive
Comment 1st Codes 2nd Codes Negative/ Affective
Neutral Normative

As a new brand, Denza has its strength.

Supported by Daimler's brand, technology, Brand Perceived qualit
and background that comes from German, quatity
Denza is the second generation of the rich. Technology Emotional
The positioning of luxury electric vehicles .

is very close to the taste of Chinese Social status connotations

consumers. But the sales are still poor.
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Appendix C. Xcar.com Homepage
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Appendix E. PCauto.com Homepage
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Appendix G. Auto.163.com Homepage
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Appendix 1. D1ev.com Homepage
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Appendix K. Sina Weibo Homepage
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