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ABSTRACT
The study investigated how European fashion brands adapt their marketing strategies to the

Japanese market. The culture in Japan differs from Europe, in which advertisements,

commercials and other promotional tools risk getting misinterpreted or perceived as offensive.

Negative criticism could damage the brand image and reputation which makes it crucial for

European brands to understand the cultural differences and adapt their marketing practices

accordingly. The study analyzed the culture dimension and how it affects consumer behavior

by using Hofstede's Dimensions of National Culture and Consumer Culture Theory. Adding a

historical context of Japan also nuanced the cultural research analysis. The cultural dimension

laid the foundation for the research in which the 4 P’s of the Marketing Mix were used to

investigate marketing practices. A qualitative research approach with interviews was

conducted with respondents from luxury brands and budget brands. To capture Japanese

culture and consumer behavior, interviews were also conducted with respondents of European

organizations in Japan. The study identified a rather two-sided society, whereas Japanese

consumers on one side tend to be traditional by conforming to the group, characterized by

masculinity and avoiding uncertainty. The other side of society portrayed a more modern side

where consumers were displaying traits of individualism and gender-neutrality. This had

implications for both luxury and budget brands. The study concluded that both categories of

fashion brands adapt their marketing practices associated with place and promotion to the

largest extent, emphasizing its country of origin, local collaborations, store experience and

personal selling.

Keywords: luxury fashion, budget fashion, Japanese fashion, marketing mix, Japanese
culture, consumer behavior
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 Definition of Terms

Luxury fashion: refers to expensive clothing that is considered stylish, and pleasant to have

but not necessary (Cambridge, n.d.a; Cambridge, n.d.c). In this study, the term luxury is used

interchangeably with high-end, premium and exclusive.

Budget fashion: refers to very cheap clothing that is considered stylish (Cambridge, n.d.a;

Cambridge, n.d.b). The term budget is used interchangeably with low-priced and affordable.

1.2 Background

Japan ranks as the third largest economy in the world and is the center for high technological

products as well as one of the leading players in industries such as clothing and design

(International Monetary Fund, 2021). The miraculous economic growth of Japan started in the

postwar era of World War II, thanks to several reformations of the country’s economy (Usui,

2014). Previously limited trading with the rest of the world, the Japanese government created

several incentives to make the national market more attractive. Among these incentives was

the trade agreement with the European Union, called the EU-Japan Economic Partnership

Agreement (European Commission, n.d.). The thriving Japanese economy and the spread and

gaining strength of Westernization transformed the country to one of the world’s wealthiest

and Japan became the single industrialized country in the East. Western-style products and

services penetrated the Japanese market and evidently shaped a new consumer culture (Usui,

2014). The term “Western” refers to what is connected to the Western world, the designation

of Europe and the Western hemisphere, especially in a cultural regard (NE.se, n.d.).

The Western influence on Japanese consumer behavior had an immense influence on the

Japanese consumption patterns at large, steering it closer to the Westernized consumption

culture. This is evident in the fashion industry where the presence of foreign brands

transformed the fashion culture to the extent where consumers never returned to traditional

Japanese design (Usui, 2014). The fashion market in Japan is the largest in the world after

Europe and USA (EU-Japan Centre for Industrial Cooperation, 2022). However, the immense
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market potential does not guarantee success for European fashion brands. In fact, many have

failed to establish themselves on the market due to lack of adequate information about

Japanese consumer behavior. After price, the lack of labeling in Japanese was the main reason

Western brands failed in Japan (Paliwoda & Thomas, 2013).

Japanese consumers can be classified as the highest product quality seekers in the world

(Alon et al., 2020). Their desire for quality and durability explains the appeal of luxury goods

(Worldbank, n.d.). In the twenty-first century, Japan became known as the first and only mass

market for luxury goods. Consequently, several European high-end fashion brands seized the

lucrative market opportunity and invested tremendously in the Japanese market (Haghirian &

Gagnon, 2011). In 2001, Hermès spent 137 million dollars on a flagship store with twelve

floors in Ginza, Tokyo (Thomas, 2007). Other high-end fashion brands like Prada, Chanel and

Dior followed the flagship trend that transformed Ginza and Omotesando in Tokyo into

luxury-lined avenues, much like the Champs Elysée’s in Paris (Chada & Husband, 2006).

Today, these shopping districts reveal flagship stores of high-end luxury fashion brands side

by side with flagship stores of affordable brands, an unusual mix of fashion labels. Japan has

recently both witnessed the consumption of luxury fashion and the growing demand for

low-priced fashion (Assmann, 2018). Popular low priced brands H&M, Zara and UNIQLO

have become an integral part of the Japanese fashion culture (Assmann, 2018). As Japan

differs in cultural, legal and economic aspects, Western brands need to take a quite different

perspective on their marketing strategy (Cavusgil et al., 2019). Therefore, understanding of

Japanese consumer perceptions, values, traditions and interpersonal relations are crucial in

order to build an appropriate marketing strategy (Ekström et al., 2017). Carefully examining

the marketing mix and how it needs adaptations will limit the liability of foreignness that

Western brands will otherwise encounter when entering the Japanese market (Alon et al.,

2020).

1.3 Problem Discussion

Some Western fashion brands including Louis Vuitton, H&M and Zara have been able to

establish a stable consumer base in Japan, but not all Western brands have been successful on

the Japanese market (Assmann, 2018). The Spanish budget brand Bershka, sister company of

Zara, closed their only store in Japan in 2022 after only eleven years in the market (Imada,
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2022). Both Bottega Veneta and Fila faced challenges and failed to establish a strong presence

in Japan in the mid-1980 due to their lack of local-market intelligence that hindered their

ability to effectively navigate the Japanese market (Isozaki & Donzé, 2022). There is

extensive research on how cultural differences between countries makes it essential for brands

to adapt parts of their marketing strategy to fit a foreign market (Alon et al., 2020). However,

the research field is quite undefined in terms of which marketing practices need adaptation

and how to actually localize them. The lack of adequate case studies of Western fashion

brands’ establishment in Japan creates a knowledge gap and perhaps an indication to why

some fashion brands are hesitant of entering the Japanese market, despite its potential. This

thesis will therefore focus on marketing practices of fashion brands in Japan that have been

able to maintain a market presence, from an European perspective. The research conducted

for the analysis is limited to European fashion brands as the free trade agreement within the

EU has resulted in economic integration, suggesting that member states are very similar today

in business aspects (European Union, n.d.; Balassa, 2014). Therefore, a European perspective

can be justified. Japan on the other hand, only recently in 2019 established a free trade

agreement with the European Union, suggesting that such economic integration has not yet

resulted in similar business practices (European Commission, n.d). This also indicates that

there is a knowledge gap in literature between European and Japanese business relationships.

The fact that Japan also has a vibrant fashion culture that consists of both high fashion brands

and affordable brands (Assmann, 2018), justifies an analysis of luxury fashion brands and fast

fashion brands to capture the entire Japanese fashion industry.

1.4 Purpose

The purpose of this research paper was to identify which marketing activities European

fashion brands have adapted to the Japanese market. Through an explorative study, both

European luxury fashion brands and budget fashion brands were analyzed to capture the

Japanese fashion industry. The goal was to provide insights and recommendations for

European fashion brands that seek to appropriately adapt their marketing practices in Japan,

considering that the cultural dimension influences consumer behavior and market dynamics.

The thesis can potentially provide European marketers with a deeper understanding and

knowledge to build an appropriate marketing strategy that can increase the chance of a market

establishment as well as a sustained market presence in the Japanese fashion market.
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1.5 Research Question

Consequently, the research question is: What marketing practices do European low-priced

and luxury fashion brands need to adapt to the Japanese market?

2. THEORY FIELD

International marketing practices are influenced by external factors in which cultural, social,

economic, political, legal and regulatory aspects all are of importance (Cavusgil et al., 2019).

In the first theoretical section, the framework for analysis will be outlined explaining a

standardized versus adaptive marketing approach. This is followed by the second and third

section giving a cultural context. In an effort to concentrate the thesis, the second section will

solely examine how the cultural dimension impacts the international marketing strategy.

Understanding how culture affects consumer behavior and consumption patterns is central to

comprehend marketing (Ekström, et al., 2017). The third section will describe the cultural

history in Japan and how it has affected Japanese consumer behavior and marketing practices.

The historical context is relevant for understanding contemporary Japanese consumer

behavior and marketing. The last section includes a theoretical review of the 4 P’s of the

marketing mix that will set the foundation for analysis of marketing practices.

2.1 Field Context: International Marketing

In the internationalization process of a company, there are several steps to follow such as the

choice of target market and entry mode (Cavusgil et al., 2019). This paper only focuses on the

last step of the internationalization process; international marketing strategy that consists of

global branding, product development, international distribution, international pricing and

international marketing communications. These all connect to the 4 P’s of the marketing mix

and need to be evaluated to balance local opportunities and global processes in the most

effective way (Cavusgil et al., 2019). There are a few variables that need to be considered in

the foreign market such as differences in brand perception, customer preferences and product

use and expectation of the product or brand. Simply following a home replication or global
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marketing strategy will not be enough, as success in the domestic market does not guarantee

success in the foreign market (Alon et al., 2020). When it comes to marketing practices, it is

crucial to understand what type of industry the firm is operating in. Bains et al. (2019) argues

that it is essential for marketers in the twenty-first century to understand international

business and marketing strategy. Finding the right balance between globalization and

adaptation is essential for a successful international marketing strategy (Cavusgil et al., 2019).

2.1.1 Standardization vs. Adaptation.

Within this theoretical field, the distinction between standardization and local adaptation is

analyzed to understand which approach might be most suitable for different European brands

in Japan. Standardization refers to efforts to make marketing program elements uniform to

target the global marketplace or large regions of countries (Paliwoda & Thomas, 2013).

However, using a standardized marketing strategy in all markets might not be feasible.

Instead, adaptation might be necessary where elements are modified to accommodate specific

customer requirements in specific foreign markets (Cavusgil et al., 2019). Whether a

company chooses to standardize or adapt the marketing strategy can be said to depend on the

set of prevailing circumstances that the company will face in the foreign market (Hartmann et

al., 2020).

Theodore Levitt steered the debate around standardization versus adaptation in his article

“The Globalization of Markets” in 1983, in which he proposes that the most successful

business strategy in the future is fully standardized, ignoring differences among world

markets. Richie (1987) emphasized how taking a global perspective must not override local

requirements but must incorporate local dimensions to withstand local brands and

segmentation (Paliwoda & Thomas, 2013). Overall, standardization is sought for when similar

market segments exist across countries, there is a universal consumer taste and customers

seek similar features. The advantages of a standardized marketing strategy is cost reduction,

improved planning and control, as well as the ability to portray a consistent brand image

(Cavusgil et al., 2019). Costs are reduced through economies of scale in value chain activities

such as marketing, production, distribution, and R&D that can increase the efficiency in the

firm (Porter, 1980). Quality and control is improved as fewer marketing tools are easier to

manage than having to develop numerous campaigns. The company can therefore implement

control procedures and compare performance across markets more easily. Lastly, the
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standardization approach enables consistency that can help build a global brand and reduces

customer confusion (Cavusgil et al., 2019).

The adaptive marketing approach applies the idea of viewing each market differently and

adapting the marketing strategy to the specific environment. The advantages of adapting

marketing elements is that companies can target unique wants and needs of foreign

consumers. These adaptations are necessary when there are differences in laws and

regulations, living standard and economic conditions and in national infrastructure. However,

adaptation is costly as it requires major changes to the marketing mix (Cavusgil et al., 2019).

Advocates of adaptation strategy emphasize that a differentiating strategy is needed to

accommodate specific material, social, cultural and symbolic characteristics of the foreign

market. It will increase customer satisfaction by tailoring products to the specific needs of

customers (Cavusgil et al., 2019).

Whether to standardize or localize marketing practices is one of the biggest challenges global

companies face. There has been extensive research regarding the advantages and

disadvantages that a standardized marketing approach can bring, but the results are complex,

and no general conclusion has been reached (Liu et al., 2014). One of the reasons is the lack

of clear definition of standardization. Therefore, most global companies today combine a

standardized and localized marketing approach (Alon et al., 2020).

2.2 Cultural Context: Consumer Behavior

Culture plays a central role in how people perceive and react to marketing practices, and

needs to be applied in every aspect of the 4 P’s of the marketing mix (Alon et al., 2020).

Culture, among social and political factors, can be said to be the most important in developing

the international market strategy because it provides an understanding of underlying norms,

beliefs and values that guide the behavior and buying decisions in consumption. It covers

education, ethnicity, language, lifestyle, taboos and norms (Bains et al., 2019). Presenting a

brand in the context of local culture, values and tastes will allow more people to identify with

the brand and can create more effective promotion of the brand. In regards to languages and

symbols, marketing managers must be aware that certain words or symbols might be

offensive in some countries (Ekström et al. 2017). Pictures and symbols could have different

meanings, and in the worst case scenario give rise to negative criticism that will damage the
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brand reputation. Different cultures also deal with social issues differently, as gender equity is

perceived differently across nations (Alon et al., 2020). This paper will use Consumer Culture

Theory and Hofstede’s National Culture Framework to analyze consumer behavior.

2.2.1 Consumer Culture Theory.

Consumer Culture Theory (CCT), a term defined by Arnould and Thompson in their article

the Journal of Consumer Research (2005), outlines four different research approaches which

include; consumption & identity, marketplace cultures, socio-historical consumption patterns

and marketplace ideologies. Consumption and identity describes how consumers make use of

market-generated materials to create a sense of self. In this perspective, consumers are seen as

identity seekers and makers instead of carriers of meaning. The marketplace cultures

perspective looks at the connection between consumption and cultural blueprints where

consumers are perceived as producers of culture. By creating a marketplace culture that

consumers want to be part of, a high level of brand loyalty can be created which ultimately is

the goal of most businesses. The socio-historical consumption patterns look at how

institutional and social structures such as class, ethnicity and gender influence consumption.

Lastly, mass-mediated marketplace ideologies analyze the interpretations and actions

undertaken by consumers which range from trying to attain identities and lifestyles presented

in the media to distancing oneself from these. Although clearly outlined as different concepts

by Arnould and Thompson (2005), it is important to note that there is a strong interrelation

between these different approaches.

Critiques of consumer culture theory states that it is overly focused on individual agency and

the experiences of consumers which ignores the systematic investigations of the historical,

ideological, and sociological shaping of marketing, markets, and consumption systems. There

is also a concern that CCT is more concerned with managerial relevance that focus on the

successfully agentic consumer, and an insufficient view of the implicit exploitation in

consumer culture (Arnould et al., 2019). Despite the criticism, CCT is a useful theoretical

model that suggests how researchers can go about when it comes to the cultural analysis of

markets. Therefore, it is reasonable to use it as an overarching theoretical perspective that can

be adjusted situationally.
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2.2.2 Dimensions of National Culture, Hofstede’s Framework.

Hofstede’s cultural framework can be used to provide cultural insight into foreign markets

(Alon et al., 2020). Geert Hofstede conducted comprehensive studies, researching the

prevalence of different value dimensions in 50 nations through surveys. The database

consisted of employee value scores collected within IBM-workers between 1967 and 1973.

To calculate the scores for each dimension the responses from the survey were averaged and

validated against a range of other survey data. The results were then integrated into a coherent

set of connotations or "norms" regarding cultures found at the low and high ends of the index.

In his research Hofstede (1980) identified four dimensions of stable traits that can be used to

identify cultural differences which include relations between individualism and collectivism,

power distance, relations to authority, handling of avoidance and masculinity versus

femininity. Every nation is given an index score which can be used to compare expected

differences of cultural behavior between countries.

Collectivism versus individualism describes to what extent individuals are integrated into

groups. In an individualistic society, people have a high level of concern for individual

freedom and pursue personal wealth. In a collectivistic society, the well-being of the group is

valued highly, where people see themselves as members of a clearly defined social group.

Power distance index is the next category where a high indication implies that there is greater

acceptance of inequality and autocratic leadership styles are common. Hence, people respect

authority figures to a larger extent and are less likely to challenge them. In countries with a

low power distance index, management is not seen as autocratic and has more informal and

equal conditions. Uncertainty avoidance refers to the degree of acceptance of risk in a

particular culture, such as actions that have uncertain future outcomes and varies through

laws, safety measures, and religion. If the index is high, people might feel threatened by

insecurity or unfamiliar situations. In the next dimension masculinity versus femininity, a high

level of masculinity implies that the society places strong emphasis on self-achievement and

success, in which emotional gender roles are clearly separated. Low masculinity index

indicates a higher tendency for cooperation, care for people with the goal of achieving a better

quality of life (Hofstede, 1980).

Presented in figure 1 are this index scores of Japan, where each score ranges between 0-100

of all of the four dimensions. On the power distance index, Japan scores 54 out of 100, which
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indicates that Japan is somewhere in between high and low autocratic leadership style which

suggest a higher acceptance of authority figures. In the dimension of individualism, Japan

scores 46 out of 100. Although the score is in-between collectivism and individualism, it does

imply a more collectivistic society where they see themselves as members of a clearly defined

social group. Japan scores high on the masculinity versus femininity index with 95 out of 100,

indicating that Japanese society places strong emphasis on achievement and corporate

success. Furthermore, with an index score of 92 out of 100 on the uncertainty avoidance

dimension, Japanese people can be perceived as more hesitant to take risks or making

decisions with uncertain outcomes (Hofstede Insight, n.d.).

Figure 1. Hofstede’s National Culture Framework in Japan

Hofstede's conceptualization of culture has received criticism. Gerhart and Fang (2005) did a

re-analysis of Hofstede’s original data and came to two major conclusions. One being that

Hofstede's research is too focused on the individual level, basing the results on the quantity of

only a few percent of the national population. Furthermore, the other drawback is that it does

not put national culture differences in the context of other important contextual factors such as

organization differences, which Gerhart and Fang (2005) suggest account for more variance in

cultural values than country differences. McSweeney (2002) criticized the method for

insufficiently explaining complex cultural phenomena, and further argues that the relations

built by Hofstede are overly deterministic. Furthermore, a study of cultural values of

individuals with reference to Hofstede's research is most accurate for those countries that are

homogeneous and where values can be said to be similar across the population. Therefore, a
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distinction must be made between countries that are more culturally homogeneous such as

Japan, and those that differ substantially within the country borders, for example the United

States or Australia (Gerhart & Fang, 2005).

2.3 Culture and Fashion in Japan

To understand marketing practices, marketers must understand consumer behavior (Ekström

et al., 2017). It is therefore important to examine consumer behavior in Japan. The purpose of

the historical context is to understand how culture and structures have formed the

consumption practices that are true of the contemporary Japanese.

2.3.1 Postwar Era: Baby Boomers.

The Baby Boomer was the generation born just after the second world war and would come to

experience a rapid economic growth in Japan. The Japanese fashion industry experienced a

shift towards a more Western-style clothing (yo-fuku) that completely transformed the

Japanese fashion market (Usui, 2014). This was a result of the collectivistic nature of

Japanese society as it emphasized the importance of the group. Following the norms and

“fitting in” was taught, and the lack of individuality was seen as a positive trait in Japan

(Chada & Husband, 2006). The easiest way to show one's wealth was through fashion and

clothing which led luxury fashion brands to become the marker to display social status by the

visible brands on the clothes. They even became the means to determine one’s self-worth and

identity (Chada & Husband, 2006). Because the identity of the group was what mattered most

to Japanese, they bluntly followed the Western fashion trends despite (McCreery, 2014).

Furthermore, the postwar era held strongly onto the stereotypical gender roles. The ideal man

would attend elite education to get a prestigious lifelong employment and work long and

exhausting hours. For women, their ideal was to marry one of these “salarymen” and become

a housewife. Her main role was to take care of the family and pressure the kids to work hard

at school (McCreery, 2014).

2.3.2 Bubble Economy.

During the 1980s, Japanese society experienced a shift when the New Breed generation

(shinjinrui) came of age. They were fewer in population and therefore more attractive in the
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eyes of corporate employers. They could therefore demand more pay and leisure time than the

Baby Boomers, and this started the period of the “Bubble Economy” (McCreery, 2014).

Chada and Husband (2006) explains a change in the old sex stereotypes. With growing

affluence, the women started expressing themselves in new ways and would marry late, or not

at all (McCreery, 2014). The population saw Western fashion as the ideal and it shaped the

consumer culture further (Usui, 2014). They believed that the foreign brands were superior in

durability and quality, and owning foreign luxury brands like Gucci and Louis Vuitton grew

into an obsession (Astmon et al., 2009). Wearing foreign brands became the new badge of

economic wealth and social status as it also indicated international awareness (Astmon et al.,

2009; Haghirian & Gagnon, 2011). Japanese society was still characterized by homogeneity,

particularly among the middle-class who closely connected consumption to social

stratification (Assmann, 2018). Therefore, the Japanese developed even more expensive

consumer tastes as they would pay increasingly high prices for foreign luxury brands

(McCreery, 2014).

2.3.3 The Burst of the Bubble Economy.

In 1990, the economic bubble suddenly burst when the Bank of Japan raised interest rates.

(Duus, 1998). The burst of the bubble did change the following decades’ consumption

patterns, but it did not mean the end of consumption. Consumption patterns rather developed

into a more frugal consumer behavior (Harney, 2009). The desire and consumption of Western

luxury brands continued to grow, but alongside a growing demand for moderately priced

fashion (Assmann, 2018). This reorientation of consumer behavior was the start of the

expansion of the fast fashion market in Japan. The Japanese fast fashion retailer UNIQLO

alongside Swedish H&M and Spanish Zara grew substantially in the Japanese market despite

the economic stagnation. Consumers started perceiving their consumption as a symbol of their

individualistic needs instead of conveying their middle class status, and fast fashion grew to

become an integral part of the fashion industry in Japan. On the other hand, the quality and

brand consciousness characteristics among Japanese consumers remained, but now applied to

both high-end fashion and fast-fashion retailers (Assmann, 2018).
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2.3.4 The Millennial Generation.

The burst of the bubble also affected the Yutori (millennial) generation with less disposable

income and the financial crisis in 2008 led the consumer confidence in Japan to reach its

lowest level. The uncertain future led to consumers being very cost-conscious and careful

with their spending (Haghirian & Gagnon, 2011). However, their expensive consumer tastes

were still very present as Japanese consumers would pay premium prices for European luxury

brands to contribute to their self-satisfaction. Their obsession with European premium brands

made Japan into the world’s first and only mass luxury market (Haghirian & Gagnon, 2011).

A flagship trend began and turned Omotesando and Ginza into luxury-lined avenues (Chada

& Husband, 2006). However, after the financial crisis in 2008, Japanese consumers were

showing more confidence in choosing their own style, making the purchasing patterns less

predictable (Haghirian & Gagnon, 2011). Affordability became the new concept among

Japanese consumers and low-priced fashion became a viable alternative to high-end fashion

(Assmann, 2018; Paul & Feroul, 2010). The Yutori generation also displayed an emergent

form of Japanese masculinity. The previous masculine Japanese ideals of the salaryman,

lifelong employment, high income and elite education were rejected among part of the

Japanese population (Monden, 2014). The emergent form of Japanese masculinity was

perceived as more “feminized”, where men were more fashion conscious (Dasgupta, 2009).

They were less interested in status markers or climbing the corporate ladder and would rather

express their creativity through fashion (Chen, 2012).

2.4 Framework for Analysis: The 4 P’s

The dilemma of standardization or adaptation of marketing elements aims to reach a perfect

equilibrium of the two alternatives to gain both the benefits of adaptation and globalization

(Cavugsil, 2020). However, to build a marketing strategy effectively, the underlying

principles of marketing must be understood (Alon et al., 2020). The 4 P’s of the marketing

mix: product, price, place and promotion will be used as the foundation framework for the

marketing analysis. This well-established marketing model was first published in 1960 by

McCarthy's and has been an essential part of marketing theory for half a century. McCarthy

popularized the marketing mix including the 4 P’s and it evolved as the theoretical concept

that still is widely used today (Hartmann, 2020). According to McCarthy (1960), the

marketing mix offers an infinite number of possible strategies. McCarthy emphasized that the
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composition of the marketing mix will differ based on a firm's resources, market conditions,

and customer demands. Therefore, decisions regarding one element cannot be made in

isolation without considering the influence of other components. Figure 2 below provides an

overview of McCarthy’s concept of the 4 P’s and what marketing practices are linked to each

of the four dimensions. Each component of the figure is thoroughly explained in the following

sections.

Figure 2. Own Construction of the 4 P’s after Maity et al. (2020, p.256)

2.4.1 Product Dimension.

The product category describes the offering and must meet the customers’ demands

(McCarthy, 1960). The product offering can be separated into three dimensions of value

proposition; core proposition, embodied proposition and buying experience. The core

proposition mostly refers to branding, while the embodied proposition includes the physical

attributes such as color, shape, design, color and packaging (Bains et al., 2019). The buying

experience will be described in the place dimension of 2.4.2.

16



The first dimension of the value proposition is branding. Branding is important for companies

that want to distinguish themselves on the market and to differentiate their product in relation

to competitors. It is a way in which the consumer can identify and recognize a particular

brand or product easily. Building the brand image will increase the local consumer acceptance

of it when a company enters a foreign market (Paliwoda & Thomas, 2013). The global

branding can be built through the development of a name, phrase, design or symbol.

Companies either change their name and logo for adaptation purposes, or use the same logo

across their markets to make their brand image recognizable. Branding can create a positive

and strong relationship with consumers and increase brand loyalty. A strong brand image can

also increase the acceptance of brands among local consumers in foreign markets (Bains et

al., 2019). Stronger brand loyalty can lead to consumers being more willing to pay a higher

price for the product, as well as creation of positive word of mouth (Alon et al., 2020).

The embodied value proposition refers to the physical product in terms of design,

functionality, durability, color, packaging among other aspects, which provides the expected

benefit to the customer. Features might be changed according to the local market the brand

operates in to align the customers’ expectations with the product offering (Bains et al., 2019).

The culture and environment influence the needs and expectations of consumers, and product

attributes might therefore need adaptation to meet the foreign customers’ specific

requirements (Alon et al., 2020).

Collaborations between art and luxury brands can yield symbolic and emotional values for

consumers through providing aesthetic pleasure and a sense of belonging to a culture of

exclusivity. Art can enhance the perceived value of brands because it often represents high

quality, exclusivity and individuality, and collaborations can therefore enhance a brand's

image (Scheuerle et al., 2023). Collaborating with other brands, co-branding, can leverage the

positive brand associations and equity of both brands. By joining forces, brands can create a

new co-branded product which allows them to tap into new markets, reach different target

audiences, and generate interest and excitement around the collaboration (Washburn et al.,

2000)
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2.4.2 Place Dimension.

The next “P” stands for place and is used to analyze distribution channels and the way in

which the product is delivered to the customer (McCarthy, 1960). Finding the right place to

market and sell the product offering, as well as intensity of available stores is a key factor in

reaching the target audience. Where to and how to sell the products must be considered (Bains

et al., 2019). The third dimension of the value proposition, buying experience is also

emphasized in the McCarty’s (1960) place dimension (Bains et al., 2019).

The location of the store, as well as the physical appearance of the store are important aspects

to consider when entering foreign markets. The store location is a key consideration, and the

decision takes a thorough understanding of what locations are most desirable because of

customer traffic and other local factors. Stores can be set up in large department complexes,

or in more exclusive shopping districts depending on the brand and the type of message they

want to convey. Further, the size can vary from small boutiques to enormous flagship stores in

major cities. Flagship stores are often meant to stand out and are usually built with unique

architecture, both on the exterior and interior to offer consumers the entire experience of their

brand (Alon et al., 2020).

Part of the buying experience is the store experience which aims to display a type of

atmosphere in the store that is in line with the brand (Chada & Husband, 2006). As the

atmosphere can be created by reflecting the brand image such as the country of origin, it is

closely tied to the overall store experience. Moreover, it is a valuable promotion tool to

involve consumers and therefore increase brand value and differentiation (Chada & Husband,

2006). Sometimes, large sums are spent on exterior and interior to attract consumers to the

store. Some brands also choose to open concept stores such as cafés and restaurants in

connection to their store to create a joyful meeting place for customers where they can share

photos on social media. These pictures serve as free advertisement as well as engagement

with customers and is one reason why large sums are spent on flagship stores to make them

aesthetically pleasing (Alon et al., 2020).

Personal selling is also part of the customer experience and can enhance the customer

experience and is part of the value proposition. It refers to the building of relationships with

the aim of a sales transaction. In the personal selling process, the seller tries to satisfy the
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buyer that will result in a mutually long-term beneficial agreement by employing persuasive

communication (Alon et al., 2020). Friendly and helpful staff are part of an effective personal

selling strategy that some brands build part of their business model on. Therefore, staff must

be knowledgeable about the products as well as the brand and its history. Only by having a

thorough understanding of the brand values and core proposition, can the staff convey the

right message to the customers. As the staff and the customer service is closely tied to the

brand values, it is important for them to be part of the customer experience (Baines et al.,

2019).

2.4.3 Promotion Dimension.

Lastly, the element of promotion concerns how the benefits deriving from the products and

features are communicated to potential buyers (McCarthy, 1960). This category includes

several marketing tools that can be analyzed to give a better insight into how marketers can

create awareness towards the brand (Bains et al., 2019). What content is communicated, and

how these different messages are communicated the most effectively needs to be analyzed in

order to give a better understanding of how marketers can make the brand more appealing in

the foreign market (Bains et al., 2019). Promotion includes advertising, commercials, personal

selling, influencer marketing, social media among many other promotion tools (Paliwoda &

Thomas, 2013).

Companies can promote their offerings through owned content, platforms directly owned and

controlled by the company. Owned content can be promoted through websites, magazines and

social media. Effectively promoting owned content can convey the desired brand values and

create strong relationships with customers (Bains et al., 2019). Paid promotion often refers to

traditional advertising and commercials. Advertising is a paid way of communicating brand

image or mission to the public through various media such as billboards, television, radio and

social media, with the purpose to influence the behavior or opinion of the audience (Paliwoda

& Thomas, 2013). The form of advertising is decided on regarding the total reach and

frequency, as well as who the company wishes to target. A claimed success factor for

advertisements is that it is more effective if the advertiser’s goal is consistent with the goals of

their target audience (Paliwoda & Thomas, 2013). Global commercials and campaigns can be

implemented to spread the same message across markets, with only adaptation in the form of

language translation. Whether to standardize or adapt advertising is a complex decision
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influenced by the cultural differences among countries, even within a single country. Different

cultural values, behaviors, and language must be respected in advertising to resonate with

diverse audiences. Therefore, companies often invest in local cultural integration to enhance

brand affinity. It is important to acknowledge that people's buying behavior and motivations

can vary across different countries, necessitating localized advertising campaigns to ensure

effectiveness and maximize sales (Alon et al., 2020).

The revolution of social media has changed promotion tools and consumer behavior, and is

now an integral part of all marketing activities in the marketing mix (Kingsnorth, 2022). The

use of online digital technologies has expanded the possibilities of promotion strategies and

content sharing, enabling companies to enhance their customer relationships by implementing

more precise and targeted marketing efforts (Brouthers et al., 2018). Social media can create

buzz around a brand through campaigns that compel consumers to share, view or mention a

campaign on their own social media accounts (Hartmann et al., 2020). Consumers are now

becoming co-creators of the content that is being spread, actively taking part in promotional

practices rather than solely being created by media companies and marketers (Cova & Cova,

2012). The power of the public or consumers on social media has resulted in a shift of power

from marketers to consumers. Marketers are no longer in full control of the messages they

communicate (Bains et al., 2019). The main strategy is to intentionally focus on a specific

group of consumers with the aim of encouraging them to naturally share the message.

However, there is no guarantee that the message will be spread and interpreted in the desired

way (Hartmann et al., 2020).

Brand communities as part of the digital transformation, can also be utilized to better promote

brand values. Brand communities are based on interactions and are constructed through social

relations and shared identity. The members are engaging in discussions, deliberations, and

conflicts over the interpretation of the brand's values (Arvidsson & Caliandro, 2016).

Marketers can leverage brand communities to promote content by fostering engagement and

interaction within the community. They can encourage members to share and discuss content

related to the brand, creating a sense of participation and ownership. Furthermore, by tapping

into the collective power of the community, marketers can generate organic word-of-mouth,

increase brand visibility, and cultivate a loyal customer base (Ekström et al., 2017; Arvidsson

& Caliandro, 2016).
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Another important promotional tool used by brands to reach customers in a more controllable

manner is by implementing celebrity endorsement. The use of celebrities are often used to

position a product (Paliwoda & Thomas, 2013). Celebrities might attract customers because

of the familiarity they represent, and because of their physical attractiveness. They also carry

a cultured currency (Monden, 2014). Celebrities are individuals who accumulate a significant

number of followers, either overall or within a particular niche group. Word of mouth

advertisements have proved to be powerful in which the opinion leaders, such as influencers

and celebrities are the ones to carry the positive word of mouth. Followers of opinion leaders

tend to be loyal to them and are often willing to take their recommendations in various

domains. Therefore, a typical consumer will be influenced by these opinion leaders when they

are evaluating a new brand or product, especially an expensive product (Paliwoda & Thomas,

2013). Opinion leaders are powerful tools to social media and communities and can help

companies build their global brand reputation and create a well-known brand image all over

the world (Brouthers et al., 2018). As a result, companies find it beneficial to collaborate with

specific celebrities to promote their products (Hartmann et al., 2020).

2.4.4 Price Dimension.

The third element is price which includes the cost to the customer and the cost-plus profit to

the seller (McCarthy, 1960). This is one of the most difficult aspects of the marketing mix to

comprehend, since pricing includes a set of elements that are linked to the cost of the offering

and hence create the specific proposition (Bains et al., 2019). International pricing must

consider more aspects such as in what currency the purchase will be made, and the current

exchange. Pricing in an international context is complex due to trade barriers, longer

distribution channels and other currencies. Sometimes, firms face pressure to lower the prices

in foreign markets because of lower income levels, whereas in other cases the price is drawn

up due to taxes, transportations, tariffs and after-sales services (Cavusgil et al., 2019).

Globalization has not yet resulted in a global consumer perception; hence the perception of

price differs across countries. Two factors that influence pricing in foreign markets are quality

perceptions and brand perceptions (Alon et al., 2020).

There are some drawbacks of the conceptualization of the 4 P’s. Constantinides (2006)

discusses and criticizes the 4 P’s concept and argues that there are several areas that are

subject to criticism. Firstly, the 4 P’s lack consumer interactivity, ignoring the changing
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external environment and evolving nature of consumers. Furthermore, it lacks customer

orientation by not allowing relationships and interactions with customers. In today's consumer

culture, customers seek higher value and desire more control over communication and

transactions. Another criticism is that the marketing mix is lacking strategic elements, making

it unfit as a planning instrument. Because most companies operate in changing environments

with uncontrollable external factors which define the firm’s strategic opportunities and

threats, the 4 P’s are not suitable for capturing the rapid and ongoing changes that might occur

(Constantinides, 2006).

3. METHODOLOGY

3.1 Research Approach

The study aimed to investigate how European budget and luxury fashion brands adapt their

marketing practices to the Japanese market. A qualitative approach was chosen because it can

enable a deeper understanding of subjective experiences and perspectives of individuals,

providing rich and detailed insights into their thoughts, feelings, and actions (Bell et al.,

2022). A qualitative approach is commonly used when researching how individuals interpret

their social world. According to Patel and Davidsson (2019), qualitative interviews can help

researchers uncover the underlying mechanisms and processes that drive phenomena of

interest, allowing for a deeper understanding of complex social phenomena. A quantitative

research approach is often based on systematic analysis by using statistics and numerical data

to identify patterns and trends (Bell et al., 2022). As the study aimed at capturing cultural

dimensions and marketing practices that cannot be easily measured, the qualitative research

approach was considered most suitable. Further, it also allowed for a deeper analysis of

cultural and marketing phenomena through individual perspectives, beliefs and behaviors in

Japan that are difficult to quantify. The research was completed in the form of a multiple case

study design by analyzing various European brands in Japan. As appendix A follows five

distinct themes of interview topics, the interviews allowed for cross-case compatibility (​​Bell

et al., 2022).

The qualitative research was framed and conducted with explicit reference to theory of

secondary sources. Theory in research studies can be utilized through three different
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approaches; inductive, deductive and abductive approaches (Saunders et al., 2019). While an

inductive approach aims at developing a theory based on collected data, a deductive approach

aims at testing an existing theory by creating a hypothesis and using empirical data to either

confirm or reject the hypothesis. The abductive approach is a combination of the deductive

and inductive approach. By using the abductive approach, one can integrate established

theories with practical observations, resulting in a continuous cycle of refining and adjusting

both the theory and data throughout the entire process (Saunders et al., 2019). The study

aimed at generating new insight while confiding to existing theory, to which the abductive

approach enabled the comparison of empirical observations with theory. Therefore, the

abductive approach was applied to support the theory development and enhance the

understanding of cultural and market phenomena (Saunders et al., 2019).

3.2 Collection of Data

3.2.1 Selection of Qualitative Method.

The qualitative research method for collection of data was achieved by conducting interviews.

Interviews enable the collection of detailed data that capture individual perspectives and

experiences (Patel & Davidsson, 2019). Semi-structured interviews with representatives from

Europe and Japan were conducted to provide rich insights of the Japanese culture, from two

different perspectives which allowed for a nuanced understanding of the culture and the

specific marketing strategies employed in Japan. The interviews were focused on cultural

insight and the 4 P’s of the marketing mix and therefore consisted of fairly structured

predetermined questions (Appendix A) that covered all five topics and served as an interview

guide. Semi-structured interviews were the most appropriate because it allowed for a more

nuanced balance between flexibility and structure. The respondent could talk freely around

the predetermined questions as well as introduce topics that were not thought of in advance,

resulting in greater flexibility while ensuring that all relevant topics were covered (​​Bell et al.,

2022). This allowed the researcher to investigate deeper into relevant topics while still

maintaining a clear research focus (Patel & Davidsson, 2019).

The data collected from the interviews was analyzed using a thematic approach, which

involved identifying and analyzing patterns within the data to identify key success factors

(​​Bell et al., 2022). The analysis was guided by the research question and drew on existing
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theoretical frameworks, such as the standardization versus adaptation approach, the 4 P’s of

the marketing mix by McCarthy (1960), and consumer culture theory by Arnould and

Thompson (2005). The findings were presented through a narrative analysis that described the

key success factors and patterns identified in the data. The thematic analysis allowed for some

structure as it was sorted in themes, which facilitated the data analysis and interpretation (Bell

et al., 2022).

3.2.2 Selections of Companies.

The sample of companies were done through purposive sampling, which is commonly used to

target specific characteristics or experiences that are relevant to the research topic (Patel &

Davidsson, 2019). The selection of contacted fashion brands used for the analysis of

marketing in Japan followed two criterias; they needed to originate from Europe and have a

current or an attempted establishment in Japan. They were later classified as either a budget

brand or a luxury brand based on the researchers own perceptions, which could imply biases.

An additional sample of companies was also done with the purpose of investigating the

cultural dimension of Japan. Contacted companies consisted of European organizations that

had a direct relationship with Japan. This purposive sampling increased the relevance of the

interviews as well as an effective use of limited time and resources (Palinkas et al., 2015).

Various employees of these companies were approached via email or text message to

introduce the purpose of the study and to propose a suitable date and time for an interview.

Most employees contacted did not answer nor had the time to be part of an interview, while

some argued that they were not allowed to share any information about the company. An

initial step to withgo this problem was to find relatives and acquaintances who worked in

Japan or in the design industry. The initial contact with these friends and relatives connected

the researchers to people that were relevant for the research topic. The mutual connection

encouraged them to be more willing to participate in an interview. This created a snowball

effect as these participants referred the research to people within their networks (Bell et al.,

2022). Due to the difficulty in finding interviewees for the research, the main criteria for the

selection of respondents was that they had worked in one of the selected companies in Japan

for a minimum of one year. This ensured that the selected respondents either understood the

company’s marketing strategy in Japan or had an understanding of Japanese culture and

society. They therefore contributed to the study by either giving cultural insight or marketing
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insight in Japan. In total nine interviews were conducted, and based on their relevance to the

study they were divided into three categories; cultural insight, luxury brand insight or budget

brand insight, which were denoted C, L and B respectively.

Before the start of the interviews, the respondents were informed about the purpose of the

study and how their contribution would be included in the research. After approval, the

respondents were also given the choice of anonymity and recording of the interview. The

interviews were recorded after oral approval and later transcribed in order to keep a record of

responses. Three of the interviews were held in Swedish (C1, C2 & B1), in which the

transcripts were translated into English. To minimize wrongful translations, much time and

effort was put into the translations by the researchers. The rest of the interviews were held in

English. Most interviewees were located in Japan, which aggravated some difficulties in

scheduling interviews due to the seven-hour time difference between Sweden and Japan. All

of the interviews were held through digital platforms such as Zoom, WhatsApp, Microsoft

Teams, and through telephone with the respondent situated in Sweden (B1). The list of

conducted interviews and their categorization is summarized below in table 2.

Table 1. List of Conducted Interviews.

Respondent Company Origin Interviewee
Position

Interviewee
Experience

Interview
Media

Interview
Length

Interview
Date

C1 Swedish
Chamber of
Commerce

and Industry
in Japan
(SCCJ)

Sweden Administratio
n and event
coordinator

Raised in Japan.
Spend 1 year in

Japan with SCCJ,
IKEA & H&M

Zoom 53 minutes 28th of April

C2 Swedish
Chamber of
Commerce

and Industry
in Japan
(SCCJ)

Sweden * Spent 15 years
working in Japan
with SCCJ and
Volvo Studio

Japan

Microsoft
Teams

24 minutes 17th of May

C3 German
Institute for

Japanese
Studies (DIJ)

Germany Senior
Research
Fellow &
Managing

Editor
Contemporary

Japan

Spent 10 years
working in Japan

with DIJ

WhatsApp 23 minutes 19th of May
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L1 Louis Vuitton France Marketing and
Development

Director

Born and raised
in Japan,

employed at
Louis Vuitton

WhatsApp 31 minutes 5th of May

L2 Nordic
interior
brand*

Scandinavia * Born and raised
in Japan,

employed at
Nordic interior

brand

WhatsApp 21 minutes 2nd of May

L3 Céline France Head of
merchandising

Born and raised
in Japan,
currently

employed at
Céline

Whatsapp 35 minutes 19th of May

B1 Monki Sweden * Previously
Sales & Brand at

company*
(Japan), currently

employed at
company*(Swede

n)

Telephone 25 minutes 6th of May

B2 H&M Sweden Marketing and
Sustainability

Operation
Manager

Born and raised
in Japan,
currently

employed at
H&M

Microsoft
Teams

38 minutes 18th of May

B3 Puma Germany Sports
Manager

Japan

Born and raised
in Japan,
currently

employed at
Puma

Microsoft
Teams

25 minutes 18th of May

*Requested to be anonymous

3.2.3 Classification of Selected Companies.

● C; refers to respondents of companies relevant for cultural insight

The Swedish Chamber of Commerce and Industry in Japan (SCCJ) and the German

Institute for Japanese Studies (DIJ) was chosen for the cultural insight as both are

European business/research organizations in Japan that promote business

relationships, trade and knowledge. The respondents from these companies are

referred to as C1, C2 and C3, where C stands for cultural insight.
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● L; refers to respondents of luxury companies

Louis Vuitton and Céline were the companies relevant for analysis of European luxury

fashion brands in Japan. A Nordic interior brand (anonymous) was also included in

this category as the researchers deemed the interior industry to be very similar to the

fashion industry. In addition, SCCJ helps Swedish businesses like Volvo, IKEA and

H&M. SCCJ’s close relationship with Volvo Studio therefore provided valuable

insight as a European luxury brand in Japan. Noteworthy, Volvo Studio is solely

involved in communicating the brand value to customers in Japan, it is not involved in

the manufacturing unit. The latter two only served as complements for luxury fashion

brands. The respondents from these companies are referred to as L1, L2, L3 (and C2),

where L stands for luxury.

● B; refers to respondents of budget companies

Monki, H&M and Puma were the companies relevant for analysis of European budget

fashion brands in Japan. In addition, respondents from SCCJ’s close relationship with

furniture brand IKEA provided insightful information as a European budget brand in

Japan, but only served as a complement. The respondents from these companies are

referred to as B1, B2, B3 (and C2), where B stands for budget.

3.3 Validity and Reliability

Validity and Reliability are important aspects in research studies. Validity refers to the degree

to which the findings, interpretations, and conclusions of a study accurately and meaningfully

represent the phenomena under investigation (​​Bell et al., 2022). Hence, it describes to what

degree the study accurately identifies causal relationships between the researcher's

observations and the theoretical concepts developed. It concerns whether the observed results

are genuinely caused by the variables being studied, or due to other extraneous factors or

biases (LeCompte & Goetz, 1982). Reliability refers to the consistency of the results over

time and across different interviewers. Furthermore, it pertains to what extent the study's

results can be replicated and the dependability and consistency of the data collection (​​Bell et

al., 2022). However, meeting all criterias for validity and reliability can be hard to achieve

with a limited amount of qualitative interviews. As measuring to what degree the study is

meeting these criteria is not as straightforward as for quantitative research approaches,

qualitative research also risks being too subjective and difficult to replicate.
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To address these difficulties of qualitative research, objectivity was considered. One way to

minimize subjectivity in qualitative research is to use a systematic and transparent approach

to data collection by conducting multiple interviews and keeping audio records in an

accessible manner (Bell et al., 2022). Validity also refers to the extent in which the researcher

is truthful and accurately expresses the underlying circumstances (Bell et al., 2022).

Therefore, the researchers reflected upon how potential biases and assumptions could

influence the credibility and authenticity of the findings. To minimize biases, the findings

were triangulated and compared to each other to ensure that the results were somewhat

consistent and representative of the topic of interest. It was also minimized by carefully

selecting the interviewed companies through purposive sampling, and by asking open and

follow-up questions that allowed for the respondent to elaborate. In addition, a wide range of

relevant sources that were within the research field were used to compare the collected data,

which enhanced its validity and reliability (Bell et al., 2022).

To further increase reliability and validity, member-checking was incorporated to validate the

accuracy and interpretation of the data and to make sure that the findings were grounded in

the participants' experiences. The researchers also increased the consistency of the data

through predetermined semi-structured interview questions (Appendix A). Because the

questionnaire only served as a guide, the interviews varied in length as the researchers

realized that the amount of data from the interviews were too extensive, hence decided to

remove questions as time passed. The thematic approach enabled the researchers to identify

patterns and themes, in which valuable observations could be extracted through all interviews

to increase consistency. Furthermore, the number of interviews conducted were limited

because of the difficulty in reaching European fashion brands in Japan, both due to the lack of

connections in Japan as well as its far proximity from the location of the researchers

(Sweden). Therefore, the researchers were not able to conduct as many interviews as expected

and the data risked being insufficient by lacking valuable observations (​​Bell et al., 2022). In

effect, the researchers decided to include IKEA, Volvo Studio and the Nordic interior brand in

the study to make up for the lack of interviews with fashion brands. Well aware that these

companies are not part of the fashion industry, they are part of the design/interior industry and

the researchers therefore concluded that the two industries were similar enough to provide

valuable insight into the fashion industry. Noteworthy, the empirical findings from these

companies were considered more carefully and critically. Additionally, based on the
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researchers’ own perceptions, the interviewed companies were classified as either luxury or

budget brands. Therefore, numerous articles were reviewed to confirm that others also

perceived the selected companies as luxury brands or budget brands. Aware of the difficulty

in reaching theoretical saturation through these limited qualitative interviews (​​Bell et al.,

2022), the sample of conducted interviews was deemed sufficient and significant for the

qualitative research study.

3.4 Ethical Principles

An important practice in all research studies is how to minimize ethical risks by being aware

of key ethical principles. The Swedish Research Council (Swedish Research Council, 2017)

outlines criterias for good research practices, where they identify key principles that this

research study complied with. Firstly, the anonymity requirement principle necessitates taking

precautions when disseminating research findings to prevent the identification or recognition

of individuals unless explicit permission has been obtained to do so. Therefore, all the

respondents of the study had the option to remain anonymous, meaning that their identities or

names were removed from the study. In advance, the participants of the study were given

information about the research, such as its purpose and benefits. Only through voluntarily

agreeing to participate could an interview be conducted. The respondents were also asked for

permission to record the interviews in advance, in which they were only recorded if given oral

consent. In addition, the participants were informed that their contributions would be

recorded, analyzed and published. Therefore, the principle of informed consent set out in the

ESRC Framework for Research Ethics was achieved. The next outlined principle is

confidentiality, which covers the need to take precautions to not intrude the private life of the

informants and ensure their physical, mental and social integrity. It is therefore important to

treat each case individually and sensitively, and give the respondents the option to withdraw

at any time (SRA Guidelines, 2003). Therefore, the participants had the option to withdraw

from the study, or any specific answers for any reasons they obtained. They also had the

option to decline to answer any questions they perceived as intrusive.
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4. EMPIRICAL SECTION

4.1 Cultural Observations

4.1.1 Japanese Society.

When asked about Japanese society, C2 pointed out that the biggest cultural difference from

Europe is gender equality. The respondent further explained that Japanese society is very male

dominated whereas there are fewer women in the workforce. Both respondents B1 and B2

made similar statements about gender equality, B2 specifically mentioning that Japan is

behind in the LGBQ community. However, C2 also pointed out that this view is changing in

Japan as women are taking more place in the workforce.

A similar comment was also expressed by C3, saying that men expect themselves to be the

primary income earners, “meanwhile, men expect women to be more active domestically in

taking care of the home and doing care work [...]” (personal interview, respondent C3,

19/5-23). Furthermore, C3 pointed out that one of the reasons for this is linked to socialization

in the home, where children are taught the social norms in terms of gender rules.

Furthermore, C1 also pointed out that Japan is still behind when it comes to diversity

inclusion. Japan is characterized by a uniform fashion industry where it is expected that

women take care of the household and dress feminine while men typically wear suits to look

well dressed. C1 continued that although unisex clothing is becoming more popular, there are

still strong gender rules.

C3 described that a diversity of lifestyles and expressions are becoming accepted in Japanese

society. In terms of fashion expression, C3 explained that there is an increasing trend of

crossing gender boundaries in fashion. Males are becoming more conscious of their physical

appearance while women are wearing clothes on a larger spectrum, ranging from more

feminine clothing to gender neutral clothing. C3 further expressed that there is a diversity of

lifestyles and Japanese are individualistic by pursuing their own authentic lifestyle.
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4.1.2 Japanese Consumers.

When asked about how Japanese perceive European brands, L2 explained that historically

Japan was isolated from the outside world for many centuries, which explains why Japanese

people often looked “inwards” and were more hesitant towards foreign brands. L2 continued

that this tendency still exists among Japanese consumers, in which foreign brands might

experience difficulties in Japan at first. According to the respondent, foreign brands can gain

the trust form Japanese consumers by selling high quality and attractive products, as well as

by conveying their uniqueness and story behind the brand. C1 also mentioned Japan's history

of isolation. The respondent further explained that Japanese people have a very specific style

that international companies are trying to convey. Therefore, large fashion brands usually

make smaller collections specifically for the Japanese consumers to attain a Japanese touch.

C3 stated that although Japan is very interested in foreign businesses, many companies

experience difficulties when trying to enter the Japanese market. Firstly, the competitive

climate of Japan makes entry difficult, in which C3 added that differentiation from competing

brands and building trust and reputation in Japan is necessary. C3 also explained that local

expectations for product quality and functionality are high, which require a high level of

quality control. Lastly, C3 emphasized the importance of established networks in Japan prior

to entry. In addition, C3 mentioned the importance for foreign brands to comprehend the

cultural differences.

C1 explained that Japanese consumers are attracted to foreign, and more specifically to

European designs. Japanese consumers take an active part in expressing themselves through

clothing and being part of subcultures that capture a specific style or brand. C1 further stated

that Japanese customers have a tendency of creating an immense interest in something, using

the word “hype”. It was also used by respondent B1 to explain how quickly a brand can

become popular in Japan and how quickly the attention can diminish. B1 stated that the

biggest challenge European brands are facing in Japan is to maintain this “hype” and how it

requires huge financial resources.

C1 also expressed that Japanese typically wear clothing by displaying the brand logo. For

example, scarfs from the high-end fashion brand Acne Studios are tied around the neck in a

specific way that highlights the Acne logo. Furthermore, C1 described the Japanese society as
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very “materialistic in the way the expensive brands need to be visible, preferably the unique

and foreign brands as well” (personal interview, respondent C1, 28/4-23).

C3 stated that in general “Japanese consumers expect quality and functionality [and] generally

value a high quality appearance; cleanliness and well-packaged“ (personal interview,

respondent C3, 19/5-23). Further, C3 explained that people with higher disposable income are

more likely to buy luxury brands to express one's status and that Louis Vuitton, Gucci and

Chanel generally are perceived as icons of quality and fashionability. C3 continued by

expressing that Japanese consumers also tend to be very influenced by public opinions rather

than niche marketing. According to C3, influential tools such as TV shows, magazines and

social media are effective means of shaping public opinion instead of a niched marketing

approach.

4.2 Findings Related to the Marketing Mix

4.2.1 Product Dimension: Luxury Brands.

When asked about branding, respondent L1 explained that its popularity most likely can be

linked to its long and rich history in Japan because Japanese consumers typically respect

heritage. L1 explained that the brand aims for perfection in quality aspects and therefore

implements several quality controls to ensure a high quality. In years of quality controls, the

brand is world-known for durable and quality products.

L2 expressed that the most important product features are quality, uniqueness and originality.

Moreover, their products are appreciated for their design simplicity, functionality and good

material as these qualities reflect a Nordic culture and lifestyle in Japan. L2 also highlighted

they implemented several quality controls to ensure high quality.

L3 expressed how Japanese admire Western brands and therefore prefer the products as they

are without adaptations. Japanese consumers are quality conscious and trust the brand because

of its long history. L3 continued that customers primarily are attracted to its unique, high

quality and exclusive products, as well as the European brand storytelling. L3 compared

Japanese consumers to British consumers, explaining that Japanese consumers are more

information oriented and want to know the story behind the brand and its products. In effect,
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L3 explained that “A lot of brands make some special brochure, storytelling mini books to

market” (personal interview, respondent L3, 19/5-23). The brochure includes history or

background to why the product had been made and the inspirations behind it.

C2 explained that most brands, including the brand (luxury), use their foreign country of

origin to enhance their brand image. The visual of how products look and are presented also

play an essential role. C2 compared buying the brand to buying a luxury accessory because

Japanese “wear” it visibly to receive appreciation for the high quality and values associated

with the brand. Further, C2 mentioned that the luxury brand can sell off its “Swedishness”.

Because Sweden is perceived positively in quality and design aspects, Swedish brands have a

good reputation in Japan.

When asked about product lines and collaborations, L1 stated that their collections were

global, but that they have collaborated with well-known Japanese artists such as Takashi and

Yayoi Kusuma for special lines. Some collaborations have been limited to Japanese

exclusively, which L1 explained made the bags even more rare and exclusive. The respondent

further adds that collaborations is an effective tool to access the artists’ fan base

L2 explained that the brand’s designers are a handful of selected ones, where two of these are

Japanese. In 2022, the brand created a collection with the Japanese designer brand Yamagiwa.

Further, L2 explained that the Japanese use lighting so differently, and how certain products

and commercials therefore are not suited for Japan. The brand’s products are provided with a

deep background description of its design and inspiration behind it. Although the brand

sometimes releases collections in limited editions, L2 expressed that their products were the

same all over the world.

L3 expressed that the brand does not make any particular collaborations with artists. L3 did

however mention that Italian luxury brand Gucci collaborated with Japanese cartoon character

Doroemon, and that Spanish Loewe collaborated with Totoro, from the Japanese anime show.

4.2.2 Product Dimension: Budget Brands.

When asked about branding, C3 stated that European brands can earn consumers acceptance

and trust through high quality products and building a positive brand reputation. Further, C3

33



mentioned the importance of European brands to focus on the brand image, in which

conveying some sort of “Europeanness” is a useful tool to differentiate the brand from

competitors. Country of origin was one tool mentioned by C3 who expressed that “In general,

French, Italian and German goods, including fashion, are considered to be high quality and

fashionable” (personal interview, respondent C3, 19/5-23).

B2 expressed that the Swedish origin of the brand is not heavily emphasized, although they

are proud to be Swedish. Sweden is associated with a progressive society and culture, which

contributes to the Japanese appeal. The Swedish origin therefore carries a positive reputation

that adds to the overall brand image. Furthermore, B2 mentioned that Japanese consumers

generally are receptive towards international brands.

B1 also expressed that they share many customers of UNIQLO but that they stand out as it is

perceived as a more friendly brand. Similarly, C1 stated that people in Japan would rather buy

the budget brand² over UNIQLO because the brand's foreign origin makes it more unique

from a Japanese consumer perspective.

B2 explained that Japanese consumers appreciate the brand for its affordable and trendy

clothing offerings. The brand focuses on showcasing the latest global fashion trends,

collaborating with renowned designers, and offering a wide range of fashionable products. B2

also expressed that although most products are standardized, tank tops and see-through

clothing is removed in Japan because they are perceived as socially inappropriate.

C1 expressed how the budget brand is perceived as more high quality and exclusive in Japan

due to the Swedish values the brand is associated with. The brand sells their own merchandise

in the form of T-shirts, jumpers and side bags. The logo and slogan Design by Sweden are

visible on all merchandise which makes them more appealing to Japanese consumers

according to C1. There is a standardized production line, however the merchandise is not sold

globally.

When asked about product line and collaborations, B2 said that the brand frequently releases

limited-edition collaborations as standalone drops with high-profile designers, celebrities, or

popular brands. The brand recently collaborated with high-end designer brands Mugler.

Furthermore, B2 said that the brand creates a studio line with Japanese artists for limited
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collections, and mentioned the Tokyo-based high fashion brand TOGA and the Japanese artist

Megumi Yamamoto as examples. B2 also mentioned a collaboration with the Japanese singer

group NiziU, with the aim to target a larger customer group in Japan. “With the Toga

collaboration we wanted to enhance the brand image through the collection. People associate

this to [the brand] being a high-quality brand. For NiziU it was more about recognition

because we can reach out to many more people” (personal interview, respondent B2, 18/5-23).

B2 emphasized how these collaborations help the brand display Japanese aesthetics and also

appeal to Japanese consumers.

B1 said that the brand has a standardized product line, and occasionally adjusts depending on

the foreign market and mentioned that the similarities between Japan and Sweden were larger

than the differences. Further, B1 said that they frequently do “collaborations with local artists,

illustrators of images as well as other brands. These are however not specifically at the

country level” (personal interview, respondent B1, 6/5-23).

Respondent B3 expressed that they have a strong presence in Japan and have actively been

catering to the Japanese market for many years by adapting to the unique fashion culture

prevailing in Japan. They have introduced Japan-exclusive designs and collaborated with

local artists, such as a collaboration with Mihare Yasuhiro, a famous Japanese fashion

designer. B3 also mentioned a production line with Pokémon and a Hello Kitty, both Japanese

animations.

4.2.3 Place Dimension: Luxury Brands.

When asked about the brand’s stores in Japan, C2 expressed that the luxury brand has

invested much financial means in a recently opened studio store in Aoyama, central Tokyo

next to other luxury brands. The respondent expressed how important the visual presentation

of flagship stores and the customer experience is for Japan specifically. C2 also explained that

the aim of the studio store was not necessarily to sell their products, but rather to involve the

customers in the brand values and make them experience the brand. They have invested into

visual design and opened a café inside the studio store.

L1 expressed that the brand is only sold exclusively through their own stores in Japan. They

have flagship stores located in Ginza and Omotesando in Tokyo, and in Midosuji, Osaka. L1
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stated that the brand aims for appealing design of their flagship stores, hoping to enhance the

feeling of luxury. L1 therefore explained that they incorporate art and local designers in the

interior and exterior of the stores. The flagship in Ginza was used as an example, a

seven-story building with a cafe and a restaurant. The building exterior has mirrored material

and the interior features a giant jellyfish hanging from the ceiling and designer furniture.

Additionally, it has a private relaxing salon.

L2 said that they solely sell their products through interior dealers but are opening a store in

Tokyo later this year designed by the renowned Japanese architect Keiji Ashizawa.

L3 highlighted that collaborating with famous architects when designing flagship stores in

Japan can enhance the attractiveness, however not considered of primary importance. Their

flagship on Chou-dori street is based on “Noren”, a Japanese tradition of a decorated curtain

in front of the store. L3 mentioned that flagship stores in Japan create special atmospheres for

the customer, very often incorporating a café inside the stores. “Dior has a cafe inside their

flagship store [in Japan]. But I have not seen a Dior café in France for example. Armani

opened an Armani café inside their flagship store [...] But I know that Milano’s flagship store

in Montenapoleone does not have the café” (personal interview, respondent L3, 19/5-23).

When asked about customer service in Japan, C2 stated that Japanese customer experience is

a key factor for both luxury and budget brands. The respondent compared the customer

experience from a Swedish perspective, stating that Japanese to a greater extent expects

excellent customer service. “The customer is the king” (personal interview, respondent C2,

17/5-23) was used to explain the importance of the customers. Therefore, the staff has to be

knowledgeable about the brand history and image to fulfill Japanese customers’ needs and

elevate customer experience.

Similarly, L1 expressed that their staff is selected carefully and are educated in the brand

history. Further, L1 explained that they value the customers’ store experience and exemplified

that they offer painting services for customization. For personalized help, they offer repair

services and the ability to book appointments with staff.

Respondent L3 expressed that customer caring in Japan is very important. To enhance

customer service in the store, staff take care of customers’ luggage to make their shopping
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more comfortable. Furthermore, customers are provided with plastic covers and umbrellas to

protect their belongings if it is raining. L3 continued that they provide other extra services to

the customers that are not directly related to the shopping. need to know about the products.

4.2.4 Place Dimension: Budget Brands.

When asked to elaborate on the stores in Japan, C1 expressed that the budget brand uses a

different store concept compared to Europe, with city stores in the center of Tokyo.

Furthermore, C1 explained that in contrast to Europe, the stores in Tokyo are multiple story

buildings, flagship stores that are more similar to a retailer store.

B1 highlighted that the location of the store is extremely important. They aim for so-called A,

B or C-locations that have a lot of pedestrian traffic, and where their competitors are also

located. The brand makes adjustments to the design of the flagship stores, aiming to give a

recognition effect and capture the brand values and image. This was implemented for the store

in Tokyo, which included an outside area with table tennis and a relaxing area where

consumers could socialize. Furthermore, B1 empathized how a common thread should be

apparent in physical stores as well as digitally, where they typically resemble a “candy shop”.

B1 explained that the brand no longer is present in Japan, one reason being the very high

prices for good locations in Japan, compared to Europe.

B2 explained that their flagship stores in Tokyo are situated on Chuo-dori, the main street of

Ginza, which is lined with luxury brands and department stores, Shibuya and on Takeshita

Street, one of the main shopping streets in Harajuku. B2 explained that Ginza is all about

branding and one of the most desirable locations in Japan. Their store in Ginza is unique as

the first to open an exclusive takeout coffee shop and the first to offer their interior design

collection in Japan. The flagship stores are strategically placed in prime shopping areas or

iconic buildings to maximize visibility and foot traffic.

Respondent B3 stated that the brand has two flagship stores, one in Harajuku and one in

Osaka. In addition to these own operated stores, their products are sold in various locations all

over Japan through sports retailers and other distributors. The company also has a concept

store in Japan, called their brand House which is used for trade shows and press events. The

brand house stands out from their other stores in the exclusive location and large size.
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Through its interior design and features of exclusive and historical products, the store tries to

capture their Forever Faster concept, which the staff had to understand as well.

When asked about the personal selling, B2 stressed the importance of employees being aware

of the brand values as well as the history of the brand. According to B2, all employees that

join the team are getting briefed about the company history and brand values. Furthermore, as

employees are an essential part of the brand, staff is encouraged to be proud to be part of the

journey.

In line with what B2 stated, respondent C1 also explained that employees at the budget brand

are educated in the brand family history and are therefore knowledgeable about their origin,

vision and mission. C1 stated that this applies for all brand employees, whether they work on

the floor or in the head office. Further, C1 expresses that employee education is common

among international brands in Japan.

4.2.5 Promotion Dimension: Luxury Brands.

When asked about advertisements in Japan, respondent C2 explained that public commercials

are more expensive in Japan than in Sweden. Additionally, the length of the commercials are

usually much shorter, in which 45 second commercials need to be reduced to 15 second

commercials. C2 also expressed that the content needed modification because although

Japanese idolize Sweden in sustainability and gender equality aspects, they are not as

progressive and would need commercials that better fit their society. Further, the luxury brand

uses both celebrity endorsement and influencer marketing, while emphasizing how the values

of these opinion leaders need to align with the values of the brand. C2 also mentioned how

their marketing is shifting from traditional advertising towards social media marketing.

Similarly, C3 expressed that Japanese consumers tend to be very influenced by public opinion

such as television shows, magazines and social media rather than niche marketing.

L2 expressed that differences in culture and lifestyle means that Japanese consumers use their

products very differently from Europe, in which the brand sometimes needs to make local

adjustments. However, L2 mentions that most sales materials such as commercials, brochures,

catalogs are standardized and produced at the Nordic Headquarter.
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L1 expressed that they use global commercials and campaigns, even for the Japanese

collaborations. In the campaign with Kusuma, internationally famous models from the USA,

Brazil and China were featured. One of the Japanese brand ambassadors for Louis Vuitton is

actress and model Rila Fukushima. “At the SEE LV exhibition [in Tokyo], Louis Vuitton

invited Japanese celebrities like Suzu Hirose and Kōki. [...]. Kōki has also been fronting

Louis Vuitton in campaigns” (personal interview, respondent L1, 5/5-23). Their use of social

media is extensive whereas their Instagram account is diversified by featuring international

models and celebrities from various countries.

Similarly, L3 also uses global Instagram accounts and their commercials and content is global

without any adaptations. Furthermore, L3 mentioned new brand ambassadors från the Korean

K-pop band BTS as well as a Thai artist but no specific brand ambassadors in Japan at the

moment.

4.2.6 Promotion Dimension: Budget Brands.

When respondent C1 was asked about advertising in Japan, C1 expressed how the budget

brand receives a lot of free marketing through the brand merchandise, which is trendy in

Japan, according to the respondent. The brand creates commercials and campaigns

specifically for the Japanese market, for instance changing their catalog to reflect the typical

Japanese home and their commercials are showing creative ways of using the brand’s

products for scare living space.

Respondent B2 stated that the brand does not adjust their marketing to Japan specifically, but

occasionally adapts promotions with local holidays. Moreover, B2 stated that they use a

variety of promotional tools such as traditional advertisements as well as digitally. Their

Instagram and YouTube are globally managed, while Facebook and Twitter are adapted to

Japan specifically. In that way, B1 said that they actively engage with its Japanese customers

on social media platforms, responding to comments and inquiries in Japanese.

Respondent B2 also highlights that the entertainment industry is very popular in Japan, in

which celebrities and influencers are very effective because of their strong influential power.
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B2 stated that celebrities and influencers get contacted before a new collection is released to

promote the clothing through personal campaigns or social media. Further, B2 expressed that

they use a variety of global models and celebrities for campaigns, while using Asian

(including Chinese, Japanese or Korean) models and celebrities for local events and

campaigns.

In compliance with what B2 said, B1 also stated that influencer marketing and key opinion

leaders ought to be implemented in the marketing strategy. In terms of social media, B1

mentioned TikTok, Instagram and Facebook as marketing tools to reach customers, none of

which the brand adjusted specifically to Japan. Further, B1 mentioned how their campaigns

often are linked to their strive of equal rights for women and sustainability. B1 briefly

mentioned how their advertisements were not adapted to Japan.

B3 explained that the brand has their own social media channels specific to the Japanese

market such as Instagram and YouTube. Almost exclusively, their Instagram account features

Japanese models, celebrities and sports ambassadors sponsored by the brand. In accordance

with the local communication channels, they also shoot commercials and campaigns

specifically for the Japanese. They also work extensively with Japanese athletes and make

them part of the community brand Fam (family). The brand Fam exists in multiple regions of

the world as they recognize the importance of local relevance. In the Japanese brand fam,

Japanese brand ambassadors are sent the latest collection to wear at events and during

competitions and practice (those that are athletes). B3 emphasized the influential power of the

athletes as they have a big fan base and are role models to many.

​​

4.2.7 Price Dimension: Luxury Brands.

When asked about pricing in Japan, C2 explained that it is difficult to compare the prices in

Japan to Sweden because of differences in VAT. “Japan has 10% VAT, in Sweden it is 25%.

That makes you think it is more expensive in Sweden, but that is simply the VAT. Instead, you

need to compare with the rest of the market” (personal interview, respondent C2, 17/5-23).

Therefore, C2 stated that price comparisons are difficult.

L1 stated that overall, the prices are standardized across countries, however with slight

adjustments. In general, the prices in Japan are 8% higher than in Europe, however the
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respondent also points out the yen is weak at the moment. In line with this L1 highlights that

the brand stands out for its value, which is more important than the pricing.

In accordance with the posed question, L2 mentioned how important the right pricing in Japan

is. The interviewee said that the maximum allowance price for imported Nordic interior

products is 1.8 times the price in the original country. If this number is exceeded, it would,

according to the respondent, decrease the popularity of the brand as it would be considered as

unfair. The retail price they charge is 1.25 times the price in the country of origin. L2 also

mentioned how another issue related to pricing is the Japanese Yen’s exchange rate to Nordic

currency.

L3 expressed that the products in Japan are 20-30% more expensive in Japan than in Europe

and that it for an unknown reason is a benchmark in Japan. The respondent however points

out that the prices in Japan are higher due to import tax and transportation costs as the

products are shipped from Europe to Japan.

5.2.8 Price Dimension: Budget Brands.

When asked about the prices in Japan, C1 mentioned that the budget brand’s products were

cheaper in Japan because of the exchange rate where the Japanese yen currency is weak.

B1 stated that the company uses a standardized approach and that the company generally is

ignoring differences between markets. The pricing in Japan was solely in yen, adjusted to

inflation and other economic factors while the assortment was the same as in Europe.

Respondent B2 explained that the brand adjusts its prices to align with the Japanese market

and exchange rate. Furthermore, the brand does occasional adjustments to the economic

situation in Japan. The respondent highlights that their primary goal is to continuously offer

the clothing at the most affordable price point. When it comes to the brand’s special

collections, the prices for these exclusive lines tend to be slightly higher compared to their

regular pricing.

B3 highlights that the brand competes with other big sports apparel brands in Japan such as

Mizuno, Asics, Nike and Adidas. Therefore their price strategy reflects that of their
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competitors to a large extent. The respondent points out the popularity of Asics, naming them

as one of their main competitors. Due to the highly competitive market, Puma is aligning their

pricing with competitors pricing of products. However, when it comes to collaborations with

designer brands, Puma has more freedom to adjust their prices themself.

5. ANALYSIS

5.1 Cultural Analysis of Contemporary Japan

Arnould and Thompson (2005) describes socio-historical consumption patterns in the CCT as

how social structures such as class, ethnicity and gender influence consumption. Part of these

social structures can be linked to Hofstede’s (1980) cultural dimension of masculinity versus

femininity. On the masculinity index, Japan ranks 95 out of 100. This would indicate that the

society places strong emphasis on self-achievement and success, in which emotional gender

roles are clearly separated. C1-C3, B1 and B2 expressed how Japanese society is very

different from Europe in terms of gender equality. C2 pointed out that the society is male

dominated with fewer women in the workforce than in Europe. B1 made a similar comparison

to gender equality, stating how Japanese society is “far from equal in comparison to Sweden”

(personal interview, respondent B1, 6/5-23). B2 also commented that as from the Japanese

perspective, Sweden is more ahead in sustainability, LGBQ and women empowerment. These

descriptions would seem to suggest that the traditional stereotypical sex roles are still

prevailing in Japanese society, with the ideal salaryman and housewife as in the postwar era

of World War II (McCreery, 2014). According to Haghirian and Gagnon (2011), clothes are

the fundamental component in expressing gender and they can therefore be used to define the

distinction between masculinity and femininity. It would therefore suggest a relationship

between Hofstede’s masculinity vs femininity dimension and consumption patterns. The

masculine society of Japan incorporates values of patriarchalism into the Japanese fashion

culture, in which men dress like the traditional salaryman (Monden, 2014). This goes in line

with an observation made by C1 who expressed that men typically wear suits to conform to

style connected to corporate achievements, whereas women face pressure to look “feminine”.

However, Chadha and Husband (2006) explained a shift in Japanese society that started in the

bubble economy of the 1980s. Some women started expressing themselves in new ways and
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would marry late or not at all (McCreery, 2014). In the Yutori generation, this would become

even more evident as Monden (2014) described an emergent form of Japanese masculinity

that rejected the previous Japanese ideals of the salaryman, lifelong employment, high income

and elite education. Dasgupta (2009) also identified an emerging “feminized” Japanese

masculinity; a group of men that were less interested in status markers or climbing the

corporate ladder, but rather expressed themselves through fashion as the typical expression of

females in previous generations (Chen, 2012). Today, it seems this emerging femininity in

part of the contemporary Japanese population is increasing, as C1 mentioned that unisex

clothing is gaining popularity in Japanese society. C3 and B3 expressed that there is a

diversity of lifestyles and expressions that have become more accepted in Japan, and that

“transgressing these gender roles is not taboo any longer [...] In terms of gender expression

through fashion, there is more crossing of gender boundaries in fashion, with male grooming

becoming more popular, and women wearing both ‘girly’ clothes and more ‘gender-neutral’

clothes” (personal interview, respondent C3, 19/5-23). In conclusion, it would seem that one

part of the Japanese population tends to be traditional and typically masculine, while another

part seems more modern by displaying traits of individualism and a more feminine

masculinity.

Consumer culture theory (CCT) also places significant emphasis on the relationship between

consumption and identity, which affects the consumption patterns of Japanese consumers in

several ways. Arnould & Thompson (2005) describes this dimension of culture as how

consumers use products to fulfill a sense of self. From the mid-1970s through to 1990, luxury

fashion brands became the marker to display social status and the means to determine one’s

self-worth and identity (Chada & Husband, 2006; Isozaki & Donzé, 2022). It seems as if this

tendency still prevails as the C1 expressed that Japanese society is materialistic in the way

expensive brands need to be visible, exemplifying how the Swedish high-end brand Acne

Studios’ scarves are wrapped in a specific way to highlight the logo. This could be linked to

Alon et al. (2020) that rank Japanese consumers as the highest product quality seekers in the

world, which could explain why they still indulge in luxury brands, especially European

made. This statement could also be linked to Hofstede’s dimension of uncertainty avoidance

in which Japan’s score of 92 (out of a 100) which could suggest that Japanese people aim for

low-risk decisions based on thorough assessment of information (Hofstede Insight, n.d.). This

goes in line with what L2 and L3 expressed in terms of Japanese consumers being quality

conscious and information oriented. Whilst the high degree of uncertainty avoidance in Japan
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explains the value of quality and durable products, it would also imply that Japanese

consumers will most likely choose a brand they are familiar with and trust, as uncertainty

avoiding consumers will be harder to win over with unknown, especially foreign brands. Both

L2 and C1 expressed that as Japan was isolated from the world for a long time, and that it

therefore still exists a tendency among Japanese consumers to look “inward” instead of being

open to foreign companies. Nevertheless, C1, C3, L2, L3 all mention how Japanese admire

European brands. C3 explained that Japanese generally perceive European luxury brands as

icons of quality and fashionability, while L2 emphasized the Japanese appreciation for Nordic

design. C3 also mentioned that higher socioeconomic brackets will buy luxury brands based

on the status and quality they connote, mentioning Louis Vuitton, Gucci and Chanel. The

Japanese perception of European brands as high-quality and durable products could arguably

come from the fact that they became the badge of social status and international awareness in

the bubble economy (Astmon et al., 2009; Haghirian & Gagnon, 2011). Although this seems

true with most respondents, C1 expressed that Japanese can still be resistant to actually fully

accepting the brand, by purchasing it or cooperating with European brands. Despite the

difficulty, C3 expressed that European brands can earn consumers acceptance and trust by

high quality products and by building a positive brand reputation. L2 also expressed that any

foreign brand can be trusted in Japan as long as they offer unique, high quality products with

good stories to tell. These empirical results show rather ambiguous perspectives of European

brand perceptions in Japan. Because Hofstede’s dimension of uncertainty avoidance suggests

that Japanese would be rather hesitant towards foreign brands, it is questionable if this

dimension actually can be applied to the fashion industry in Japan.

This leads onto the next dimension of CCT marketplace cultures, that focuses on how

consumption has become a dominant human practice and how consumers are perceived as

producers of culture (Arnould & Thompson, 2005). By creating a marketplace culture, which

consumers want to be part of, a high level of brand loyalty can be created (Ekström et al.,

2017; Arvidsson & Caliandro, 2016). Since the empirical findings suggest that foreign brands

may experience difficulty in building customer relationships and trust in Japan, this aspect is

especially important to understand. B1 and C1 expressed concerns about the volatile

consumer behavior in Japan. The word “hype” was used by C1 to explain how quickly a

brand can gain popularity in Japan, and how this hype can die out very fast. Furthermore, B1

also stated that the biggest challenge European brands face in Japan is to maintain this “hype”

and that it requires huge financial resources. Because maintaining a continuous interest in the
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brand proves difficult in Japan, it suggests that brand communities are additionally important.

By communicating the underlying brand image and values to the end customers by

establishing a strong affinity between customers and the brand, foreign brands can establish

brand communities (Arvidsson & Caliandro, 2016). Related to CCT, consumers can associate

themselves with smaller cultural communities such as these brand communities where they

can find a sense of shared identity as they relate to members of the same brand communities

(Arvidsson & Caliandro, 2016). Once a marketplace culture has been created, a high level of

brand loyalty can be expected (Arnould & Thompson, 2005).

Consumer identities are also shaped by how others perceive them and can therefore be linked

to structural factors in Japanese society (Arnould & Thompson, 2005). Arnould’s &

Thompson’s dimension of consumption and identity could therefore also be linked to

Hofstede’s national dimension of collectivism vs individualism. Individuals in a collectivist

society are often willing to sacrifice their individual needs and value a sense of belonging and

conformity. In the postwar era of WWII, Japan was a highly collectivistic society according to

Chadha and Husband (2006). The importance of the group, following the norms and “fitting

in” was taught, and the lack of individuality was seen as a positive trait in Japan (Chada &

Husband, 2006). In Hofstede’s individualism index, Japan scores 46 (out of 100), indicating

that the society to a greater extent is collectivistic (Hofstede Insight, n.d.). This side of Japan

would suggest that Japanese still see themselves as members of a clearly defined social group.

Individuals in such a collectivist culture may not want to stand out in terms of fashion, but

rather look for styles and brands that are culturally accepted to fit into society (Haghirian &

Gagnon, 2011). This statement was in line with what respondent C1 and C3 said. As stated by

C3, “socialization processes lead to Japanese individuals being very sensitive to social

contexts and others’ perceptions'“ (personal interview, respondent C3, 19/5-23). C1 also

mentions that there is a uniform fashion culture in Japan.

However, the middle score on Hofstede’s dimension would place Japan in-between

collectivism and individualism, implying a large extent of the individualistic characteristics as

well. Japanese consumers started perceiving their consumption as a symbol of their

individualistic need instead of middle-class status in the 1990s (Harney, 2009; Assmann,

2018). Japanese consumers in the Millennial generation were showing more confidence in

choosing their own style which started the upswing of budget brands in Japan (Haghirian &

Gagnon, 2011; Alon et al, 2020; Paul & Feroul, 2010). Today, Japanese are cost-conscious
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and tend to purchase fewer products, but of high quality (Worldbank, n.d.). C3 explains

consumer behavior in Japan as “[…] very individualistic when it comes to satisfying personal

desires and desiring to pursue their own authentic lifestyles” (personal interview, respondent

C3, 19/5-23). This goes in line with Assmann’s (2018) statement that consumption in Japan

has become an expression of individual choice instead of a symbol of belonging to the

middle-class and its obsession conformity to mainstream fashion trends and obsession of

luxury goods. Hence, it implies that a considerable part of Japanese consumer society are

more individualistic and use fashion to express their personalities by confidently choosing

their own style and not conforming to the group (Paliwoda & Thomas, 2013). These results

seem to indicate individualistic consumption patterns in Japan, it can once again be

questioned whether Hofstede’s dimension of collectivism and individualism can be applied to

the design industry.

The last dimension of Arnould and Thompson’s (2005) consumer culture theory; marketplace

ideology highlights the importance of grasping how to effectively appeal to Japanese

consumers who aspire to certain lifestyle ideals. The dimension ranges from trying to conform

to identities and lifestyles presented in the media to distancing oneself from these (Arnould &

Thompson, 2005). Marketplace ideology attempts to comprehend how consumers interpret

the messages that are communicated through commercial media. This can therefore be

associated with Hofstede’s dimension of power distance. It refers to the acceptance of

inequality and autocratic leaderships in society, and suggest that Japanese will be less likely to

challenge authority figures (Hofstede Insights, n.d.). Japan’s power distance score of 54 (out

of 100) would place them as a somewhat hierarchical society ( Hofstede Insights, n.d.).

Therefore Japanese consumers would generally rely on higher authority such as opinion

leaders for guidance (Haghirian & Gagnon, 2011). C2, C3 and B1-B3 all mentioned the

power of opinion leaders in marketing. B3 also expressed that their sponsored Japanese

athletes are often perceived as role models by their fan base in Japan, and therefore yield

much influence over them, which translated into clothing choices.
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5.2 The Marketing Mix

5.2.1 Product Dimension.

The discussion from 5.1 suggests that Japanese consumers are information oriented, high risk

avoidance and quality seekers, and therefore prefer a brand they are familiar with. Paliwoda

and Thomas (2013) argued that building the brand image will increase local customers'

acceptance of a foreign brand and global branding can create a coherent brand image that is

recognizable all over the world. This is in accordance with the luxury companys’ brand

building strategy, and C3 pointed out that “Europeanness” is something that should be

highlighted as there is an appreciation of European made quality products. The respondent

also stated that well-known brands with a rich history in Japan will have a higher brand

loyalty among consumers. This was in accordance with comments by the respondents L1 and

L3. The luxury brands all entered the Japanese market with the same brand name and logo,

without any adaptations. L1 explained that Japanese consumers respect the heritage and

legacy of the brand, which has enabled a strong brand image of high quality and durable

products. L2 stated that their products reflected a Nordic culture and lifestyle that made them

attractive. L3 stated that Japanese consumers are attracted to the European storytelling of the

brands and its high quality. C3 also expressed that French, Italian and German goods are

considered to be fashionable and of high quality. These empirical findings suggest that

European luxury brands can build a strong brand image naturally through perceptions of high

quality associated with luxury brands, as well as by highlighting the European country of

origin as likewise is associated with high quality.

However, the same principles do not apply to budget brands as they do not bear the status

symbols as luxury brands, which challenges their establishment in Japan. Low prices are often

associated with low quality, making Japanese hesitant towards the brand (Alon et al., 2020).

Nonetheless, Japanese appreciation for European brands gives the budget brands an advantage

in the market despite their low price. C2 stated that the luxury brand can sell off its

Swedishness; “Sweden has a very good reputation in Japan for Swedish design. […] There are

lots of things where the Japanese look up to Sweden and think [it is] at the forefront"

(personal interview, respondent C2, 17/5-23). This seemed also true of the budget brands, as

C1 also mentioned that the luxury brand is perceived as a more exclusive and high-quality

brand in Japan because of its Swedish design and values. B2 expressed that the Swedish
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origin does add to the overall brand image, but is not heavily emphasized in marketing and

branding efforts. Furthermore, the respondent highlighted that Japanese consumers generally

are more receptive towards international brands. Both B2 and C1 explained that the budget

brands’ foreign roots influence Japanese to purchase it over its Japanese equivalent. These

empirical findings suggest that European brands, both budget and luxury are valued highly in

Japan in which Haghirian and Gagnon (2011) explained these as markers of international ties

and awareness which may still be relevant.

The embodied value proposition refers to the product attributes that are linked to aspects such

as physical appearance, design, size, weight color (Bains et al., 2019; Alon et al., 2020).

L1-L3, C2 mentioned that the luxury brand did not adapt the production line in Japan. L3

explained that they do not need any adaptation of their fashion line as Japanese admire

European luxury products, which could be explained by the fact that traditionally, Japanese

consumers perceived luxury brands as superior in quality (Hagirian & Gagnon, 2011).

However, L3 also mentioned that Japanese consumers are more information oriented than in

Europe which is why mini story books are added to provide consumers with more

information. L3 emphasized that this applied to all international brands in Japan. L2 also

expressed that each product is provided with a deep background description of the product

and its designer.

When it comes to budget brands, B2, B3 and C1 (budget brand) mentioned that they did

smaller adaptations to the Japanese market. B2 stated that they have a standardized product

line but removed products from their line perceived as socially inappropriate in Japan, such as

clothing showing too much skin. The respondent also pointed out that although their

collections follow global trends, they also incorporate local trends by offering product lines

available only in Asian. C1 mentioned how the budget brand also sells merchandise in

addition to their standardized furniture line. This is something the company has implemented

for Japan specifically. This goes in line with Alon et al. (2020) and Bains et al. (2019) that

both suggest that product attributes might need adaptations in foreign markets to align the

customers’ expectations and requirements to the product offering. Interestingly, B1 was the

only respondent that expressed that the market is fairly similar to the European and therefore

had a standardized product line, which potentially could suggest why it did not manage to

remain on the Japanese market which further strengthens Alon et al. (2020) and Bains et al.

(2019) theory. Although not evident in the empirical findings, socio-economic consumption
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could potentially have an effect on the product attributes in the future. As the cultural analysis

in 5.1 indicated, a highly collectivistic and masculine society would suggest that men are

expected to dress formally and masculine, whilst women are expected to dress feminine in

accordance with what C1 and C3 mentioned. These cultural aspects could also explain why

B2 adapted their production line to suit a more traditional society. On the other hand, B2 did

express that their products attract Japanese customers because of the Western style they offer.

The cultural analysis also identified an emerging “feminized” masculinity and a shift towards

a more individualistic society, which could have a direct impact on the European products

sold in Japan. More expressive and gender-neutral products may become more demanded in

Japan, in which European brands will have to adhere to.

Collaborations enable design customizations to accommodate specific local customers’

requirements (Cavusgil et al., 2019; Alon et al., 2020). According to Scheuerle et al. (2023),

collaborations can elevate brand value because art can yield symbolic and exclusive values

for consumers. L1 has collaborated with Japanese artists Takashi and Kusuma, creating a

product line exclusively available in Japan. Similarly, B2 frequently engages in collaborations

to enhance its appeal, often with renowned high-end brands like Mugler. Moreover, B2 has

also ventured into limited collaborations exclusively for the Japanese market, collaborating

with the Japanese actress Megumi Yamamoto and the Japanese brand Toga. B3 has also

released a collection of products together with Japanese Hello Kitty and Pokémon. Perhaps

one explanation for these collaborations is to mitigate the effects of the high uncertainty

avoidance among Japanese consumers as Washburn et al. (2000) suggested collaborations and

co-branding can leverage the benefits of the other brand/artists. L1 said that collaborations

allow them to tap into the artists’ fan bases. This is in line with Washburn et al (2000) who

stated that companies can tap into new markets and reach new audiences through co-branding,

in turn generating interest and excitement. Although L3 did not collaborate with any specific

artists, the respondent mentioned that Italian Gucci and Spanish Loewe created a collection

with the Japanese animations Doroemon and Totoro, respectively. Noteworthy, B1 being the

only brand to withdraw its business from Japan did not involve designer brands or any artists

on a country specific level in their collaborations. These patterns imply the importance of

collaborating with local artists to establish connections with target customers.
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5.2.2 Place Dimension.

Hofstede’s assessment of Japan as a high avoidance culture discussed in 5.1 indicates that the

consumer perception of an international brand entering a new market will most likely be poor.

Once again, the significance of branding is crucial as it can increase consumer acceptance

(Paliwoda & Thomas, 2013; Alon et al., 2020). Chada and Husband (2006) mention that this

can be achieved through the store experience, and further suggest that premium brands try to

create an exclusive atmosphere in the store to maintain their brand value and image through

the creation of a shopping experience. Alon et al. (2020) explained that large sums sometimes

are spent on exterior and interior to attract customers to the store, and are often built with

unique architecture to stand out and offer consumers the entire experience of their brand. Both

luxury and budget brands expressed how they elevated their store experience through adding

cafés, common places and special designs. C2’s luxury brand invests a considerable amount

in the store experience, aiming to give the customer a memorable experience rather than just

selling their product. C2 mentioned that the luxury brand opened a concept store to enable

customers to experience the brand. Furthermore they have a café in store where customers are

invited to rendezvous. L1 and L3 mentioned that several luxury brands in Japan follow the

same concept. Moreover, L3 interestingly mentioned that many of these luxury brands do not

have cafés in their flagships in Europe, which would indicate that European brands adapt their

store concept specifically to the Japanese market. The same seems to be true of budget brands

as B3 explained that their “house” in Aoyama embodies their brand concept through its

interior design and a museum display of products. B2 also has a cafe in their newly opened

flagship store in Ginza and B1 had a lounge area for their costumes in Japan during their

presence. The dimension of marketplace culture in consumer culture theory by Arnould and

Thompson (2005) places emphasis on engaging in brand communities and can therefore be

related to the store experience. As previously mentioned, most of the respondents including

C1-C2, B1-B3 and L1-L3 have concept stores that create joyful meeting places for friends

and members that are part of brand communities. As brand communities to a large degree

depend on a social interaction within the group, such meeting places enhance the concept

behind a strong brand community and arguably create a lot of value for the brand.

In line with the store experience, luxury brands aim for a coherent exclusive brand image

which also translates into the physical store and its location. The store location is an important

consideration, and the decision takes a thorough understanding of what locations are most

50



desirable because of customer traffic and other local factors (Alon et al., 2020). Chada and

Husband (2006) explained that premium brands preferred their stores to be located in

exclusive shopping districts or streets to cohere to the feeling of exclusiveness. This is in line

with C2 (luxury brand), L1 and L3 that have located flagship stores in famous shopping

districts of Aoyama, Ginza, Omotesando and Chou-dori in Tokyo. Both L1 and L2 have

invested in appealing exterior and interior designs to exchange the feeling of exclusivity. This

could therefore confirm Alon et al. (2020) statement that flagship stores are usually built with

unique architecture to offer consumers the entire experience of the brand. The budget brands

of C1, B1-B3 also do have flagship stores located in these attractive areas. B3 has two

flagship stores in Harajuku and Osaka. B2’s named three flagship stores, located in Ginza,

Shibuya and Harajuku. B1 explained that they aim for so-called A, B or C-locations, with the

most visibility and therefore strategically placed in the ​​Harajuku district, a well-known

shopping area with a lot of pedestrian traffic. These empirical findings suggest that the

flagship trend in Omotesando and Ginza which Chada and Husband (2006) mentioned that

started in the early twenty-one century still prevails in contemporary Japan. B1 however

emphasized that the extremely high cost associated with the “good” locations of flagship

stores was one of the reasons why they left the Japanese market. The difficulty is that these

lucrative locations are very expensive, which is why only larger brands have the capital to

place their flagship stores there. Although investing in stores across the globe, the empirical

findings indicate that both luxury and budget brands invest more intensively into the store

experience and flagship stores in Japan than in the rest of Europe.

The personal selling in the store can also elevate customer experience and is part of the value

proposition (Alon et al., 2020). According to C2, Japanese consumers have much higher

expectations of the customer experience than Swedish customers and phrased “Customer is

the king in Japan” to explain that customers are centered of any brand in Japan, even the

budget ones (personal interview, respondent C2, 17/5-23). Polite and helpful staff are part of

customer service in which it can create a pleasant sensation from feelings of comfort (Bains et

al., 2019; Usui, 2014). In effect, premium brands often carefully select and train their staff to

be knowledgeable and friendly to offer a differentiated and valuable customer service (Chada

& Husband, 2006; Alon et al., 2020). As such, staff has to be knowledgeable about the

products as well as the brand and its history in which the respondents C1, C2, B2, L1 and L3

shared similar opinions that suggest that budget brands implement this as well. B2 stated that

they educate their employees in the history of the brands, including knowledge about the
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country of origin and their vision to make them a part of the brand journey. It could be argued

that customer service and personal selling is particularly important for luxury brands as

customers’ expectations are even higher on them. L3 mentioned that other than kind and

knowledgeable staff, their store staff offer to “take care of [the customers’] luggage to make

their shopping comfortable” (personal interview, respondent L3, 19/5-23). L1 guarantees

lifelong repair services available in all stores and customization. The empirical findings are in

line with Bains et al. (2019) that suggest staff need to understand the brand values to convey

the right messages to customers. Evidently, personal selling and customer service is important

for both luxury and budget brands in Japan as it can increase reliability and perceptions of

high quality of the brand and its products, in which adaptations may be necessary to match the

expected service level in Japan.

5.2.3 Promotion Dimension.

Global promotion strategy refers to that the same or similar communications are used across

markets which can strengthen brand recognition. Advertising among fashion brands,

especially luxury fashion brands can more easily be standardized (Alon et al., 2020). This is

in line with the empirical results as L1’s brand commercials are the same across countries and

not adapted to the Japanese market. The same is true of L2 and L3. However, to achieve a

global brand image through advertising can be difficult as consumers' reactions and responses

can be different across markets because of cultural differences. Different ethnic groups need

to be respected in terms of their behavior and values and different advertising styles might be

appropriate (Alon et al., 2020; Paliwoda & Thomas, 2013). L2 expressed that they sometimes

need to make local adaptations as Japanese use lighting differently. C1 said that the budget

brand has adapted their commercials to Japan by displaying the typical Japanese home in their

advertisement and struggles with limited space. The same goes for B3 who has taken a fully

adaptive approach, specifying their advertisement towards Japanese consumers and values.

C2 also expressed that the luxury brand’s content of the commercial needs adaptation as the

Swedish content sent to Japan sometimes is perceived as too progressed for them. The

respondent said that although Japanese look up to Sweden in terms of sustainability, gender

equality and other aspects, Japan is quite behind. B2 also confirmed this by stating that in

term of sustainability, the LGBQ-movement and gender equality, “Sweden is really ahead

compared to us which is why a message could be a bit too strong for [Japan], therefore [they]

have to adjust it a little bit to make customers understand it” (personal interview, respondent
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L3, 18/5-23). Different cultures also deal with social issues differently, as gender equity is

perceived differently across nations which imply that it can be valuable to present a brand in

the context of local culture, values and preferences (Alon et al., 2020). Once again this could

be connected to the high masculinity index of Hofstede’s assessment. As the cultural analysis

in 5.1 suggests that Japanese society is progressing, perhaps the content will need less

adaptation in the future. But as of the moment, it seems appropriate to adapt the commercials

and advertisements to the Japanese market to some extent.

As discussed in 5.1, Hofstede’s power distance dimension classifies Japan as a somewhat

hierarchical society that relies on opinion leaders for guidance (Hofstede Insights, n.d.;

Haghirian & Gagnon, 2011). The uncertainty avoidance nature of Japan can also have an

effect on the promotion content whereas Japanese consumers prefer familiarity and low risk,

which therefore could suggest that Japanese opinion leaders would have the strongest effect in

Japan. Celebrities and opinion leaders are frequently used by both luxury and budget brands,

including L1 and L3 and B1-B3, as B1 highlighted the importance of key opinion leaders as

one of the main promotional tools in Japan. L1 stated that they feature a variety of global

celebrities, among others the Japanese famous model Rila Fukushima. The respondent also

mentioned that they do not select celebrities for a specific market but instead use a

“diversification of models to promote the brand globally” (personal interview, respondent L1,

5/5-23). This is in accordance with L3 who also stated that they only use global celebrities

and models. B2 stated that although they also use a variety of global brand ambassadors for

campaigns, they combine it with local celebrities as well. In line with local events and

campaigns, Asian models and celebrities, including Chinese, Japanese or Korean, are used.

B3 also stated that they adjust to the local market by working with a variety of Japanese and

Asian athletes as brand ambassadors. In line with this Monden (2014) argued that celebrities

can carry a cultured currency and familiarity that can attract customers and are often used to

position a product (Paliwoda & Thomas, 2013). Overall, it can be beneficial to use Japanese

role models as their followers or fans tend to be loyal and willing to take their

recommendations (Hartmann et al., 2020). By linking back to the high degree of uncertainty

avoidance among Japanese consumers, this can arguably be a reason for budget brands to

adjust to local celebrities and models to increase familiarity and recognition. The use of

celebrities seems evident among most brands, and the analysis vaguely suggests that budget

brands focus more on the Japanese celebrities to build trust and brand acceptance while

luxury brands choose international celebrities.
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The power distance and the uncertainty avoidance dimensions from Hofstede (1980) can also

be incorporated into the marketplace ideology by Arnould and Thompson (2005) to

understand how to effectively appeal to consumers through social media. Opinion leaders are

powerful tools to social media and brand communities that can create a stronger brand

reputation and customer relationship (Brouthers et al., 2018). Marketers can reach a much

wider target group on a global scale instead of being limited to national boundaries

(Kingsnorth, 2022). This is in line with the empirical results as C3 highlighted how Japanese

consumers tend to be very influenced by social media and celebrities rather than niche

marketing. B2 also explained that the entertainment industry is very popular, and that opinion

leaders are extremely effective to influence consumers. None of the respondents worked with

their brands’ social media marketing specifically, but L1, L3 and B2 said that they use

universal Instagram accounts. Kingsnorth (2022) argues that using a singular social media

account for advertising exposes it to the risk of misinterpretations due to cultural differences.

Content can be perceived as offensive in some countries and create bad criticism that can

damage the brand reputation (Alon et al., 2020). However, none of these respondents

expressed that they had experienced any major misinterpretations by cultural differences,

while B2 mentioned that they had adapted their Twitter and Facebook account specifically for

Japan. B3 was the only brand that stated that they did adapt all their social media accounts to

geographical areas, with YoTtube and Instagram accounts specific to Japan. Whether

commercial content of fashion brands are subject to risk full misinterpretations as implied by

Kingsnorth (2022) is questioned by the empirical results as none had experienced issues with

their universal Instagram accounts. Therefore, whether adapting social media accounts for

specific regions is important or not can not be explained by the empirical results as the

respondents did not specifically work with social media marketing. Altogether, the role of

social media marketing seems increasingly important as C2 explained that the luxury brand is

shifting their marketing more towards social media.

5.2.4 Price Strategy.

Standardized prices are desired to reflect a coherent global brand image, which can justify

increasing prices. However, globalization has not yet resulted in a global consumer

perception, in which price sensitivity and preferences can differ (Alon et al., 2020). In the

past, Japanese society was characterized by homogeneity and closely connected consumption
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to social stratification. Therefore, Japanese consumers would pay extremely high prices for

foreign luxury brands (McCreery, 2014). C3 stated that this is still true, as high-quality

appearance in terms of cleanliness and packaging is highly valued, more so than in Europe. If

these expectations are met, consumers are more willing to pay premium prices for the

products (Alon et al., 2020). This could explain why most luxury brands charge higher prices

in Japan than their country of origin. Respondent C1 said that luxury brands often are

perceived as unique and high-quality which could imply that they can charge higher prices for

their offerings. In Japan, consumers might even doubt the quality of the products if the price

is too low, associating it with low quality (Alon et al., 2020). However, Alon et al. (2020)

recently identified a shift in consumer behavior related to the rapid expansion of fast fashion

brands. In line with cultural discussion in 5.1, Japanese are also showing more confidence in

expressing their individual style and are more cost-conscious (Haghirian & Gagnon, 2011).

Assmann (2018) explained that affordability became the new concept among Japanese

consumers. This may suggest that Japanese more easily substitute their clothing purchases to

cheaper brands if the European budget brands charge too high prices. It is difficult to find a

pattern in the empirical findings from the respondents made about their pricing. C2 said that

one should be careful in comparing prices across countries, as there are differences in VAT.

L3 also explained how transportation costs drove up the price of their products in Japan.

Despite difficulties in comparing prices, all respondents of the luxury brands stated that they

charge higher prices for their products in Japan. L1 and L2 mentioned that their prices were

8% and 25% higher in Japan which suggests that prices are adjusted up in Japan. L2 also

mentioned that the benchmark for luxury brands is 20%- 30% in terms of price difference to

Europe. The pricing strategy of budget brands followed a more standardized approach with

B1 and B2 stating that they do not adapt their prices however, implement adjustments for

inflation and economic situation. B3, stated that they too follow a standardized pricing

approach, while the competitive market highly influences their adaptation of pricing. It

appears that pricing is influenced by numerous complex factors that can be challenging to

fully comprehend. According to Bains et al. (2019), these factors encompass various elements

tied to the product or service, such as brand image and advertising. Cavusgil et al. (2019)

further highlights that international pricing must take into account considerations like

currency, exchange rates, trade barriers, taxes, transportation costs, and distribution channels,

adding to the complexity of pricing across markets. As a result, the ambiguous empirical

findings on pricing make it challenging to draw definitive conclusions other than that prices

are adapted to the Japanese market.
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5.3 Summary of Analysis

The cultural dimension described in 5.1 plays a central role in how people perceive and react

to marketing practices (Alon et al., 2020). Differences in brand perception, customer

preferences and expectations are a few variables that need consideration when European

brands enter the Japanese market. It also sheds light on the volatile consumer environment in

Japan as they experience societal changes such as emerging forms of masculinity and

individualism. The desire and consumption of Western luxury brands continued to grow, but

alongside a growing demand for moderately priced fashion (Assmann, 2018). Hence, because

of shifting social and cultural dimensions, consumer behavior has become less predictable

which makes it even more crucial for marketers to understand the underlying cultural aspects.

According to Alon et al. (2020), following a home replication or a global marketing strategy

will not guarantee success in a foreign market. Cavusgil et al. (2019) describes how

international marketing strategies need to be applied in every aspect of the 4 P’s of the

marketing mix in which it is crucial for these brands to find the right balance between global

and localized marketing practices. An important advantage of a standardized marketing

strategy is the ability to portray a consistent image (Cavusgil et al., 2019). However, using a

standardized marketing strategy in all markets might not be feasible. Instead, adaptation might

be necessary where elements are modified to accommodate specific customer requirements in

specific foreign markets, which can increase local customer satisfaction (Cavusgil et al.,

2019). Accordingly, all the studies European brands did adapt part of their marketing

practices but what practices and how they were adapted varied among the brands.

Interestingly, B1 being the only brand to exit the Japanese market did in fact not adapt their

marketing mix in Japan. Perhaps this could partly explain why they were not able to establish

a strong market presence in Japan.
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6. CONCLUSION

6.1 Answer to the Research Question

In conclusion, some marketing activities relating to the 4 P’s benefit from standardization,

while others need adaptation (Alon et al., 2020). To reach a perfect balance of local

adaptations and global integration in Japan by optimizing the benefits of both is a difficult

task for European fashion brands, which requires a thorough understanding of the Japanese

market and consumer culture.

The discussion in 5.2 proves how significant role culture plays in McCarthy’s marketing mix

(1960), as well as its complexity and challenging comprehension. The discussion attempts to

identify how both European budget and luxury fashion brands globalize or localize their

marketing practices and these are summaries below in table 2. The table summarizes how the

European fashion brand studies in the research adapt their marketing practices to the Japanese

market, and distinguish between luxury and budget brands. All studied companies are

included in the table except for one budget brand (B1), the only brand without a current

market presence in Japan. The marketing practices are also outlined in the table to make a

clearer distinction than the 4 P’s of the marketing mix.

Table 2. Summary of Findings

Marketing Mix Marketing Practice Luxury Fashion
Brands

Budget Fashion
Brands

PRODUCT Branding Global brand image
with more emphasize
on country of origin
(Europe)

Global brand image
with more
emphasize on
country or origin
(Europe)

Product Attributes Standardized products
but with more product
and brand information

Mostly standardized
products/Sometimes
minor adaptations

Collaborations Mostly adapted
through local
collaborations

Mostly adapted
through local
collaborations, with
a wide spectrum of
artists and brands.
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PLACE Store Experience &
Concept

Somewhat adapted
through more focus on
store experience and
concept

Mostly adapted
through more focus
on store experience
and concept

Physical Store Somewhat adapted
through extravagant
flagship stores

Somewhat adapted
through flagship
stores

Store Location Global strategy by
carefully selected
exclusive locations.

Global strategy by
choosing locations
in many places such
as shopping malls,
outlets and
exclusive shopping
district

Brand Communities Somewhat adapted
through more focus on
brand communities

Somewhat adapted
through more focus
on brand
communities

Personal Selling Somewhat adapted
through more focus on
educated staff and
customer service

Somewhat adapted
through more focus
on educated staff
and customer
service

PROMOTION Campaigns and
Advertisements

Mostly standardized
with minor adaptation
of content

Mostly adapted in
terms of content

Celebrities Marketing Somewhat ambiguous
results, however
mostly international
models and celebrities

Mostly adapted as
local celebrities and
models are used

Social Media &
Digital Marketing

Mostly standardized
through universal
Instagram accounts

Ambiguous results
through both
universal and local
Instagram accounts

PRICE Pricing strategy Ambiguous results, but
a tendency to charge
higher prices

Ambiguous result,
but a tendency of
adaptation to
prevailing market
circumstances
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The summarized results from table 2 serves as a guide to answer the posed research question;

What marketing practices do European low-priced and luxury fashion brands need to adapt

to the Japanese market?

The most recurring theme of the analysis was the importance of brand building, in which both

luxury and budget brands aim for a global brand image. However, both categories are

adapting their branding strategy in Japan by emphasizing the European country of origin

because Japanese consumers generally perceive European products positively. They also seem

to collaborate with Japanese artists and celebrities to a greater extent to create buzz and build

trust among the uncertainty avoidance of Japanese consumers. Withal, budget brands adapt

the promotion tool of local celebrities to a larger extent than luxury brands. Japanese

celebrities are featured in commercials and advertisements by budget brands to earn

acceptance of local consumers and tap into Japanese brand communities. The content of the

campaigns and advertisements is also adapted to suit the specific preferences and needs of

Japanese consumers. The luxury brands only seemed to make minor adjustments in terms of

content for the Japanese market, such as the length of the commercials. Another adaptation

only evident among budget brands was its minor adaptation of their product line to

accommodate a more traditional style of Japanese consumers. Although none of the luxury

brands indicate such product adaptations, they do add product information in Japanese to

customers to provide them with more knowledge about the country of origin, the brand

history, and inspiration behind the products.

Another modification both luxury and budget brands do for the Japanese market is related to

the stores. An evident flagship trend can be identified in Japan, in which European brands

spend more money on the tangibles of the stores such as the architecture and interior/exterior

design, often building flagship stores in the famous shopping districts of Tokyo. They also

adapt their stores to the Japanese market by focusing more on the store experience to involve

the customer more in the brand image and history. The analysis suggests that there seems to

be a type of “hype” culture in Japan, which is why keeping a constant engagement with

customers is needed to maintain popularity. Therefore, both luxury and budget brands focus

more on creating concept stores such as integrating cafés and lounge areas in their stores that

can increase customer value. It allows the customers to get an exclusive shopping experience

and steers engagement between the customer and the brand. In effect, both budget and luxury

brands tend to focus more on building brand communities in Japan through the store.
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Related to the store is the personal selling in which both luxury brands and budget brands

seem to adapt to Japan. As Japanese consumers generally are information-oriented, highly

demanding and expect high quality of customer service, European brands must implement an

adapted personal selling approach to meet these requirements. The store staff are therefore

more carefully selected and thoroughly educated in the brand history and products as it is

expected that Japanese customers will have questions. In addition, the European brands

provide more customer services in their Japanese stores to please the customer as best as

possible, applying to both luxury brands and budget brands. In terms of pricing, both budget

and luxury brands seem to adapt their prices to Japan, however how they are adapted is

inclusive from the empirical results. In conclusion, the empirical results imply that the

marketing practices that European budget brands and luxury brands adapt to the Japanese

market are mostly linked to the place and the promotion dimension of McCarthy’s 4 P’s of the

marketing mix (1960). The answer to the research question of how European luxury and

budget fashion brands adapt their marketing practices to the Japanese market can guide

marketers’ of European clothing brands that wish to enter the market. Reading this study can

improve their understanding of cultural aspects in Japan and how it affects marketing, to

better equip them for the prosperous but challenging fashion market of Japan.

6.2 Shortcomings of the Study

The research study's main weakness lies in the limited data collected from a few luxury and

budget brands in Japan. Difficulty in accessing relevant companies may be due to the

assumption that established fashion brands in the Japanese market are typically large and

global. Consequently, the study included an interior brand and a car “showroom” as

substitutes for actual luxury fashion brands, while a low-priced furniture store was

categorized as a budget "fashion" brand. Although changing the research question to

European design brands was considered, the researchers concluded that the design and

fashion industries were similar enough to draw accurate analysis and conclusions from

empirical observations. The empirical findings from these companies were also carefully

considered and mainly served as complements.

Another shortcoming was the limited geographical representation of the studied companies,

originating solely from Sweden, Germany, and France. This raises concerns about the
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appropriateness of the research perspective in representing Europe as a whole. Moreover, one

of the companies studied was a subsidiary company of another, indicating a potential bias

towards a singular viewpoint. However, it is worth noting that the upswing of affordable

fashion in Japan is a relatively recent phenomenon, emerging only in the past 10-15 years.

Consequently, there is a scarcity of literature examining its impact on the luxury market in

recent times. Similarly, there is a lack of research exploring how the evolving societal norms

in Japan have influenced marketing strategies of businesses. Therefore, the study may still

offer valuable insights into the subject matter.

Lastly, a limitation of qualitative research lies in the volume of data it generates. The

marketing mix encompasses a wide range of factors, making it challenging to compare data

and determine the most significant aspects. As a result, the study faced difficulties in

conducting a thorough analysis of all marketing dimensions. The researchers therefore

removed questions and concepts from the questionnaire (appendix A) throughout the

collection of data which resulted in variation of interview lengths. This was particularly

evident in the pricing dimension, which is influenced by various factors beyond cultural

considerations, such as distribution strategies, taxes, trade barriers, and regulations. The

inconclusive findings regarding pricing prevented a definitive conclusion. Nonetheless, the

study does provide an overview of the four P's of the marketing mix while considering

cultural and societal changes. Thus, it contributes valuable insights to the theoretical

understanding of the marketing mix in a contemporary and global context.

6.3 Future Research

Due to limited time and resources, this study did not include the economic, political, legal,

and regulatory dimensions, which require further research to fully understand adaptation to

the Japanese market. Similarly, the impact of distribution systems on marketing practices of

fashion brands in Japan was not explored, primarily due to time constraints. However,

understanding these dimensions and distribution systems is crucial for companies aiming to

establish themselves and compete effectively in the Japanese market. By examining

dimensions such as economics, political, legal or regulatory, a deeper understanding can be

gained regarding how these factors influence the marketing practices and consumer

perceptions of European brands. Given the comprehensive nature of studying all elements of

the marketing mix, it may be beneficial to conduct focused research on a single element to
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gain a deeper understanding. By narrowing the scope to one specific P (Product, Price, Place,

or Promotion), researchers can delve into the nuances of that particular aspect and its impact

on European brands in Japan.
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8. APPENDIX

Appendix A: Interview Questionnaire

Culture - What is Japanese society like in terms of gender equality, sustainability
etc.?

- How is the level of English in Japan? Will you be able to start a business
without speaking Japanese?

- What would you say Japanese consumers value the highest? Price, quality,
brand?

- Do Japanese usually easily trust new brands from Europe entering Japan?
- Or do they need good word of mouth, reviews and a good reputation

before sales will increase?
- How important are network connections in Japan?

Product - Describe what makes your brand unique.
- How is your brand perceived by Japanese consumers?
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- Are the products adapted to Japan in any way?
- Are the sizes, fit or design different than in Europe?

- Do you make collaborations?
- Are the products manufactured in Japan, Asia or in Europe? Is quality

important in production?
- Can the customer make customization to the products?
- How are the products packaged when a customer makes a purchase?

Place - Are there physical stores in Japan that sell your products? If yes, are they
your own store or are your products sold through retailers/distributors?

- Where are the stores located?
- Do you have flagship stores?
- Is store experience important for your brand?
- How is the store staff? Are they educated in brand history? What do they

know about the products they sell?
- What services are offered to the customer in the store?

Promotion - Who are your main target customers?
- What different types of marketing channels do you use? Commercials,

magazines, social media, influencer/celebrity marketing, direct marketing
tools in store?

- Are your campaigns/commercials global or localized?
- What messages are you trying to convey to your customers? Quality,

price, unique design etc.?
- Who are the models/celebrities featured in the promotion? International or

local?
- Who are the influencers/celebrities marketing your products? European or

Japanese?

Price - How are they priced compared to competitors? To Europe?
- Do you adjust the prices at all? Seasonal based etc.?
- What currency are the products sold in?
- Do you offer discounts or sales?
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