
LONDON
26 Red Lion Square
London
WC1R 4HQ
United Kingdom
Tel: (44.20) 7576 8000
Fax: (44.20) 7576 8500
E-mail: london@eiu.com

NEW YORK
750 Third Avenue
5th Floor
New York, NY 10017, US
Tel: (1.212) 554 06000
Fax: (1.212) 586 0248
E-mail: newyork@eiu.com

GENEVA
Boulevard des Tranchées 16
1206 Geneva
Switzerland
Tel: (41) 22 566 2470
Fax: (41) 22 346 93 47
E-mail: geneva@eiu.com

HONG KONG
6001, Central Plaza
18 Harbour Road
Wanchai
Hong Kong
Tel: (852) 2585 3888
Fax: (852) 2802 7638
E-mail: hongkong@eiu.com

Paper size: 210mm x 270mm

A white paper by the
Economist Intelligence Unit

Brand and deliver
Emerging Asia’s new corporate imperative

C

M

Y

CM

MY

CY

CMY

K

Cover_final.pdf   11/2/2010   9:12:44 AMCover_final.pdf   11/2/2010   9:12:44 AM



Brand and deliver
Emerging Asia’s new corporate imperative

 © Economist Intelligence Unit 2010 1

Contents

Preface 3

Executive summary 4

1. Introduction 8

2. Emerging Asia: Soaring success from a brandless past 12

3. Asia’s gathering storm: Brands, broken business models and hyper-competition 14

 Osim: Market priorities 17

4. Is emerging Asia ready to build brands? 18

 Alibaba.com: International, not Chinese 20

 Banyan Tree Holdings: From contract manufacturing to branded hotels 21

 LG Electronics: Love conquers all? 22

5. Lessons from the leaders in going global 23

 Tata Sons: Branding a global conglomerate 26

6. To be Asian or not to be Asian 27

 BYD: Driving abroad at top speed 29

7. Conquerors and casualties 30

 Infosys: Irrational preference and the corporate soul 32

8. Conclusion 33



Brand and deliver
Emerging Asia’s new corporate imperative

2 © Economist Intelligence Unit 2010

© 2010 The Economist Intelligence Unit. All rights reserved. All information in this report is verified to 
the best of the author’s and the publisher’s ability. However, the Economist Intelligence Unit does not 
accept responsibility for any loss arising from reliance on it. Neither this publication nor any part of it 
may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, 
mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission of the Economist 
Intelligence Unit.



Brand and deliver
Emerging Asia’s new corporate imperative

 © Economist Intelligence Unit 2010 3
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Executive summary

While emerging Asian nations such as China, India and Indonesia have recorded impressive growth in 
recent years, they have not built impressive brands. And yet, as the region’s companies grow ever 

more ambitious and push out onto the world stage, the need for strong brands will grow significantly. 
Just as important, the shifting business landscape within Asia itself will also demand the use of stronger 
brands.

Against this backdrop Brand and deliver, a report from the Economist Intelligence Unit, examines the 
current state of branding in emerging Asia. It looks at how companies are tackling the next—critical—
stage of their evolution by harnessing the power of brands. And it assesses the lessons that can be learnt 
from pioneering firms in Japan and South Korea that have already succeeded in building global brands.

The key findings of the report are as follows:

• In the past, Asia’s emerging multinationals could thrive without strong brands. In the future, they 
will need brands just to survive. Companies in emerging Asia have grown quickly into large businesses 
without using brands because they have been in the right place at the right time. This is particularly true 
of China. Construction companies have benefitted from urbanisation. Car companies have benefitted from 
rapid motorisation. Banks have benefitted from protected markets. Many others have benefitted from 
Western multinationals’ search for low-cost production. But this “brandless success” will not continue. 
Cost advantages are eroding, markets are opening and competition for customers is intensifying. Many 
of these competitors will be Western companies that have honed their branding skills over many years. At 
least one interviewee for this report estimates that Chinese companies have less than ten years in which to 
change their business models.

• Branding isn’t only about succeeding in local markets, it’s critical to going global. Today, businesses 
in emerging Asia have vaulting ambition. The soaring volume of outbound M&A deals from India and China, 
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for example, is testament to big aspirations. But Asian companies will find it difficult to succeed in “going 
global” without a strong brand. Chinalco and CNOOC from China were rebuffed in their attempts to buy assets in 
Australia and the US in large part because, in the absence of a clear identity of their own, they were viewed as 
merely extensions of the Chinese government. Indian Hotels Company was rejected in its attempt to associate 
more closely with Orient Express Hotels, in which it was the largest shareholder, because management worried 
that association with an Indian business would diminish the value of its own brand. Indian automakers found 
similar resistance when they announced plans to acquire Jaguar from Ford.

• Branding strategy, as practised in the West, is not well understood in Asia. While the benefits of 
brands—to both customers and companies—are easy to grasp, the science of creating and managing them 
is far from straightforward. In emerging Asia, that science is a work in progress. According to leading 
branding consultants in the region, many companies regard brands as their reward for building a successful 
business. They often confuse branding with advertising. But a brand is more than just a name or a logo, 
and while marketing is an important part of branding, it is only one part. Companies need to think about 
quality, as well as design, style and all other aspects of a customer experience that together make up the 
brand. Most importantly, they need to think about what will differentiate them from the competition.

• The transition to managing a branded business demands major changes in corporate thinking, 
organisation and staffing. Historically, companies in Asia have competed on price, trying to be the 
cheapest at what they do. They have operated with a trading mentality, pursuing numerous opportunities, 
often diverse and short-term. Many companies are run by engineers or finance professionals with little 
understanding of the softer aspects of business. The transition to building a brand requires changing this 
behaviour. For a start, it requires a longer-term, more focused approach. Just as important, brands must be 
managed from the very top. Too often in Asia, branding is considered something to be delegated to a junior 
team. Building and guarding a brand requires specific expertise—and companies will need to obtain this, 
wherever it may come from. LG Electronics, for example, in 2007 hired its first ever chief marketing officer 
and first ever c-level executive from outside South Korea.

• There are many routes to going global with a brand—but targeting emerging markets first offers 
the best chance of success. Building a global brand almost always requires building a strong presence in 
a domestic market and then using that as a platform to push onto the world stage. As Asian brands make 
that push, they are typically focused first on getting into other emerging markets. Not only do these places 
offer less competition from Western brands, but Chinese and Indian firms are often considered premium 
in places like Nigeria and Vietnam. When emerging market brands push into Western markets, they 
typically position themselves as value-for-money, and over time try to push up-market into richer customer 
segments. That transition requires a laser-like focus on things like quality and reliability.

• The experience of Japanese and South Korean firms shows that quality and safety are critical to 
brand success. Many lessons can be drawn from the rise of Japanese and South Korean brands. Paramount 
is the need for product quality and reliability. While it is often necessary for emerging multinationals to 
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start off by competing on price as a “low-end” brand (as, indeed, many Japanese and Korean firms did), 
this strategy is not sustainable over the longer term. Iconic Japanese firms realised this from the outset. In 
the 1950s, Sony’s goal was to “become the company most known for changing the worldwide poor-quality 
image of Japanese products”. Its long-term mission was that in 50 years, “our brand name will be as well 
known as any in the world ... and will signify innovation and quality ... ‘Made in Japan’ will mean something 
fine, not something shoddy.”1

• To build successful brands, emerging multinationals will need to increase significantly their 
investments in R&D, marketing and design. This will require them to get over their traditional aversion 
to investment in intangible assets as opposed to more tangible investments like factories and property. 
Among the toughest challenges for companies trying to make the transition to branded goods is fostering 
innovation. Many Asian firms have relied on copying what other businesses do. But truly great brands lead 
the field with their own innovation.

• Asian brands must recognise both the positive and negative aspects of their origin and heritage. 
One of the biggest challenges facing Asia’s emerging multinationals is the “country of origin effect”, 
whereby Asian brands are perceived as inferior because they come from an emerging market. In the case of 
China, the recent string of scandals involving products such as milk powder has made the problem worse. 
Branding experts believe this is a temporary problem. But it is one that will need to be considered carefully 
in devising branding strategy. This is perhaps doubly true for brands acquired abroad. The Tata brand is one 
of the best known in India and one of the best regarded. But although it has made headlines for its high-
profile global acquisitions, Tata has wisely decided to avoid any thought of rebranding these assets. “Tata 
means nothing to Mrs Robinson in Bedfordshire, but Tetley means a great deal,” says R Gopalakrishnan, 
executive director of Tata Sons. Instead, the conglomerate has launched a more subtle campaign to win 
foreign friends, bringing young graduates from Europe and America’s leading universities to India to see 
Tata’s much admired CSR programmes at work.

• The pressure to manage brands well will only intensify. Many branding experts believe the time 
needed to build a global brand is shortening, thanks to a more globalised world, faster communications, 
more pervasive media and the internet. While Japanese companies took 40 years, and South Korean 
companies took 25 years, Chinese and Indian companies might only need 10 to 15 years. This shortening 
timeframe will add further pressure on firms to manage brands competently.

1 “Building Your Company’s 
Vision”, Collins, James C, Por-
ras, Jerry I, Harvard Business 
Review, Sep/Oct 1996.
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A sonnet to brand success

Fourteen lines of advice for brand-builders in emerging Asia

1. Manage from the top. Branding is not something to be delegated 
to junior teams. Leading brands both reflect and influence 
everything that a company does.

2. Manage over the long term. While traditional businesses in 
Asia have often operated with a trading mentality, exploiting 
short-term opportunities, brand-building requires a longer-term 
commitment to a narrower set of opportunities or customers.

3. Understand how your business delivers value. Traditionally, 
many Asian firms have competed on price, aiming to win 
business by being the cheapest. Having a brand requires 
different thinking, with firms shifting from competing on price 
to competing on value. Companies must think more deeply about 
issues such as style, design, safety, service levels and reliability.

4. Don’t forget your staff. Brand-building is about more than 
external customers. For a brand to come alive, internal staff must 
know what the brand stands for.

5. Act on quality. When emerging nations embark on the path to 
brand-building, quality is often low. To become a well-respected 
brand, companies need a constant, tireless effort to raise 
standards. The Japanese car and electronics industries did it 
in the 1960s, ‘70s and ‘80s. Then it was the turn of the South 
Koreans in the 1990s and 2000s. Brands from China, India and 
other nations must do the same.

6. Focus on innovation. World-leading brands are based on 
innovation. Companies will never create winning brands by 
copying the intellectual property of others.

7. Create an emotional connection. In a world where it is ever 
harder for companies to stay ahead of their competitors on a 
consistent basis, brands must build an emotional connection to 
customers. All the best brands do this. When rival sports shoes 

are all of equal quality, the difference comes from how customers 
perceive themselves when they wear a particular shoe.

8. Be brutally consistent. If a brand’s character is constantly 
shifting, if its look and feel are always changing, if its service 
levels vary, then customers become alienated. They feel the 
brand’s promise has been broken.

9. Manage the country-of-origin effect. Companies must decide 
how to balance the positive attributes of their home country with 
negative perceptions. While certain cultural characteristics can 
enhance a brand, other perceptions about quality may be less 
positive. Over time, the positive aspects of emerging Asia are 
likely to rise and the negative perceptions are likely to decline.

10. Use domestic markets to build strong brands. It is possible to 
build an international brand without first conquering a domestic 
market, but it’s far easier to go global from a strong domestic 
base.

11. Pick new markets carefully. Companies from emerging Asia have 
big ambitions, but it doesn’t always make sense to push a brand 
into wealthy Western markets first. Emerging markets in Asia, 
Latin America, Africa and Eastern Europe are less crowded, offer 
rapid growth and are likely to be less prone to country-of-origin 
prejudices.

12. Allow 30% of the brand to vary according to different tastes. 
While brands must be consistent, they also need to be brought 
to life locally. A good rule of thumb is that 70% of a brand must 
be consistent across the world, but 30% should vary to reflect 
different tastes in different markets.

13. Consider all the customer touch points. Brands deliver 
tremendous value, but they can also be damaged if mismanaged. 
For example, product recalls or breakdowns can damage a brand, 
but only if mishandled. Conversely, a finely tuned repair service 
can enhance a brand’s perception among customers.

14. Monitor brand strength continuously. It’s often argued that 
businesses can’t manage what they don’t measure. Companies 
should set up systems that enable them to measure the strength, 
loyalty and position of their brands relative to the market.
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1. Introduction

It’s hard to argue with the success that emerging Asia has achieved in recent decades. In 1999, the Asia 
Pacific region (ex-Japan) accounted for just 11.7% of the world economy. By 2009, that share had 

climbed to 18.3%. By 2014, Asia ex-Japan will make up 25.4%.2

And yet, the rapid growth and development of emerging Asia has not been accompanied by the 
emergence of world-class brands. The region has spawned countless large multinationals, many of them 
growing at enviable rates. But few of these companies have managed to build globally-recognised brands.

The term “brand” is subject to wide interpretation. Most often, though, a brand is understood to be 
the sum of everything that defines a user’s experience of a product or service. In essence, it is a promise 
that describes exactly what a company will deliver, including price, quality, reliability, levels of service, 
as well as a certain character or image that customers want to associate with. Strong brands are those 
where customers understand clearly what the company’s promise stands for and they trust the company 
to deliver on it.

When companies keep their promise consistently, they are rewarded with customer loyalty, which in 
turn offers more stable revenues. They can charge higher prices for their products and services. Countless 
studies of retail chains in the US and Europe, for example, show that manufacturer-owned brands sell for 
between 20% and 30% more than store-owned brands, even when consumers perceive the quality of both 
to be equivalent.3 (Interestingly, though, in recent years retail chains have focused on promoting their 
own brands and the price premium in this instance is narrowing.) When companies have a loyal customer 
base, they can use it to launch new products and to expand into new lines of business. And all of this puts 
companies in a stronger position to raise capital and makes it easier to pursue mergers and acquisitions.

In Asia, the developed parts of the region have long been successful brand-builders. Names such as 
Toyota and Sony in Japan, Samsung and Hyundai in South Korea, Singapore Airlines and Hong Kong’s 
Esprit fashion label need no introduction. Notably absent from Asia’s brand map, however, are famous 
names from places like China, India, Indonesia and other emerging Asian economies.

Key points

n Companies in emerging Asia have grown rapidly in recent years, but few have built globally-recognised brands 
along the way.

n While brands weren’t important in the past, they will be critical in future. Companies in emerging Asia have 
global aspirations, but success overseas will only come with a brand that consumers and governments trust.

n Even at home, as competition increases in emerging Asia and consumers grow richer, having a strong brand 
will be crucial to winning customers.

2 According to forecasts from 
the Economist Intelligence 
Unit (measured using market 
exchange rates).

3 “Pricing of national brands 
versus store brands: market 
power and research oppor-
tunities”, Koen Pauwels and 
Shuba Srinivasan, Handbook 
of Pricing Research in Market-
ing, 2009.
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A study in 2010 by Brand Finance, a consultancy, calculated the value of the world’s 500 biggest brands 
and found that Asia as a whole had 98 brands in the top 500. But strip out developed nations such as 
Japan (with 54) and South Korea (with 9), and emerging Asia’s total came to just 29 brands, or 6% of the 
total—well below its share of the global economy.4 

Today, companies in emerging Asia are pushing 
out onto the world stage as never before. In 2009, 
for example, Indian firms invested US$35bn 
overseas—almost twice the level of foreign 
investment in 2006—of which US$20bn was spent 
on nearly 4,000 M&A deals.5 Businesses based in 
India now employ more workers in the UK than 
any other foreign nation except the US.6 China is 
forging ahead in the same vein. In 2009, the value 
of Chinese outbound investment touched US$48bn, 
more than twice the level in 2006.7 A report from 
PricewaterhouseCoopers showed that outbound 
M&A deals from China in the first six months of 2010 
reached record levels.8

4 Brand Finance Global 500, 
2010.

Aprés Japan…?
Brands in Asia that appear in a list of the world’s 
500 most valuable brands (2010)

Country Brands Share of global 500 (%)

Japan 54 10.8

China 18 3.6

South Korea 9 1.8

India 8 1.6

Hong Kong 4 0.8

Taiwan 2 0.4

Singapore 2 0.4

Malaysia 1 0.2

Total 98 19.6

Source: Brand Finance

5 UNCTAD.

6 IBEF.

7 UNCTAD.

8 “China outbound M&A deal 
activity up by more than 
50%”, PricewaterhouseCoop-
ers, August 2010.

A short list
Brands in Asia (ex-Japan) that appear in a list of the world’s 500 most valuable brands (2010)

Global rank Brand Sector Domicile Brand value (US$m)

23 Samsung Technology South Korea 18,925

24 China Mobile Telecoms Hong Kong 18,673

54 ICBC Banking China 12,083

55 China Construction Bank Banking China 12,076

65 Tata Holding company/diverse India 11,216

78 Bank of China Banking China 9,615

108 Reliance Oil & gas India 7,250

115 China Telecom Telecoms China 7,027

125 China United Network Telecoms China 6,444

138 Agricultural Bank of China Banking China 6,032

143 China Unicom Telecoms Hong Kong 5,704

175 PetroChina Oil & gas China 4,879

187 State Bank of India Banking India 4,551

202 Sinopec Oil & gas China 4,153

203 LG Electronics Technology South Korea 4,149

213 Hyundai Auto manufacture South Korea 3,905

222 China Life Insurance Insurance China 3,714
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continued from page 9
A short list
Brands in Asia (ex-Japan) that appear in a list of the world’s 500 most valuable brands (2010)

Global rank Brand Sector Domicile Brand value (US$m)

225 Singapore Airlines Airlines Singapore 3,654

226 SAIC Auto manufacture China 3,651

230 Jardines Holding company/diverse Hong Kong 3,594

231 Petronas Oil & gas Malaysia 3,578

239 TSMC Technology Taiwan 3,499

247 China State Construction Engineering/construction China 3,459

253 LG Display Technology South Korea 3,418

273 Bank of Communications Banking China 3,269

276 Ping An Insurance China 2,237

288 KEPCO Electric South Korea 3,160

289 Airtel Telecoms India 3,159

293 Esprit Apparel Hong Kong 3,057

306 Bharat Petroleum Oil & gas India 2,945

331 Acer Technology Taiwan 2,795

343 POSCO Iron & steel South Korea 2,659

378 Wilmar Agriculture Singapore 2,498

380 Wipro Technologies IT & software India 2,492

416 SK Telecom Telecoms South Korea 2,282

418 Kia Auto manufacture South Korea 2,264

424 Infosys IT & software India 2,246

432 China Merchants Bank Banking China 2,212

440 ICICI Bank Banking India 2,164

446 Shinsegae Retail South Korea 2,148

462 BYD Auto manufacture China 2,065

474 Midea Home appliances China 1,992

477 CSR Transportation China 1,987

485 Shanghai Pudong Development Bank Banking China 1,962

Source: Brand Finance

Managing this global expansion without a trusted brand will make it far harder to achieve the lofty 
ambitions of Asia’s emerging corporate giants. Witness Chinalco of China’s troubled attempt to raise its 
stake in Rio Tinto in Australia, or CNOOC’s aborted bid for Unocal in the US. In both cases, a weak brand 
fuelled feelings of mistrust. Indian firms have also struggled with overseas deals. In 2008, Indian Hotels 
Company proposed to strengthen its relationship with Orient Express Hotels but was rebuffed by the 
management of the Western brand, who feared that associating with an Indian brand would diminish the 
value of its own. Similarly, when Indian automakers Tata Motors and Mahindra & Mahindra announced 
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interest in buying Jaguar from Ford, American Jaguar dealers questioned the impact of Indian ownership 
on the value of the brand, though Tata did succeed in buying the company. “I don’t believe the U.S. public 
is ready for ownership out of India of a luxury car make,” Ken Gorin, chairman of the Jaguar Business 
Operations Council, told the Wall Street Journal. “And I believe it would severely throw a tremendous cast 
of doubt over the viability of the brand.”9   

Closer to home, a new business landscape is emerging within Asia that will also demand strong brands. 
Old business models based around outsourcing are coming under pressure as costs rise and production 
shifts to cheaper locations. Companies that grew up making goods for other brands will need to develop 
their own brands in order to survive. Just as important, markets in emerging Asia are becoming more 
attractive as people grow richer. The way to win customers in these deepening markets is to build brands. 
But Asian firms won’t have the field to themselves. Companies from all over the world are also being drawn 
to these new opportunities. As such, competition will grow much fiercer. Once again, the way to survive 
will be to build brands that lock in customers.

Against this backdrop, the aim of this report is to look at the current state of branding in emerging Asia 
and how companies are tackling the next—critical—stage of their evolution by harnessing the power of 
brands.

9 “Is India bad for Jaguar?”, 
Time, Dec 14th 2007.
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2. Emerging Asia: Soaring success from a 
brandless past

Many reasons explain the lack of recognised brands in emerging Asia. The most obvious is that these 
economies are still developing. As poor countries, they haven’t traditionally had the sort of markets 

with wealthy consumers and strong purchasing power that enable strong brands to grow. Instead, many 
companies have grown up as faceless suppliers using cheap labour to manufacture goods and supply 
services on behalf of brand owners in other, richer economies.

A related point, notes Martin Roll, a Singapore-based brand strategist, is the low level of innovation 
that accompanies early stages of industrial development. “Innovation is critical to building brands, and 
traditionally it has been weak in emerging Asia,” says Mr Roll. “It’s very difficult to build a brand when you 
rely on the intellectual property of others and aren’t developing any of your own.”

He also believes the historical character of Asia’s corporate landscape has thrown up obstacles. Many 
emerging economies are dominated by small and medium-sized enterprises that are usually family-
owned. Not only does that mean resources are stretched, it also makes it hard to muster the courage to 
invest in intangible assets such as brands, as opposed to more tangible investments like factories and 
property.

What’s more, companies in emerging Asia are often highly diversified and operate with a trading 
mentality, where they focus on exploiting a wide range of opportunities that are typically short-term. In 
contrast, brand-building is a long-term venture and is more suited to a business with a well-defined focus 
and a distinct set of customers.

That’s not to say that thousands of large companies haven’t sprung up across emerging Asia. But, notes 
Stefan Fillip, senior partner and head of Asia at Lippincott, a brand consultancy, their rise is due to being 
in the right industry in the right place at the right time. A good example is the construction sector, which 
is well positioned to benefit as urbanisation and infrastructure-building in the region accelerate. Another 

Key points

n Many reasons explain the lack of brands in emerging Asia. As early-stage economies, markets have been too 
poor for branding to develop and take hold.

n	 What’s	more,	many	companies	have	benefitted	from	being	in	the	right	place	at	the	right	time,	and	so	could	
grow without a brand.

n	 Brands	have	also	been	held	back	because	many	firms	grew	up	as	faceless	outsourcers,	preferring	to	invest	in	
tangible assets rather than intangible ones such as brands and R&D. And they operated with a short-term, 
trading mentality.
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is the car industry, which is benefitting from very low levels of motorisation—in China, despite being the 
world’s biggest auto market, only 5% of the population own a vehicle (compared with more than 80% in 
the US).

“When I look at China, I see a lot of companies with compelling business models, but very few with 
compelling brands,” says Mr Fillip. “Up until now, companies haven’t needed to build brands. They’ve 
been able to grow revenue and profits very happily without having a strong brand because their markets 
have been expanding so quickly.”

One important question, though, is whether this picture is going to change. Can businesses in 
emerging Asia continue to grow and thrive without building brands? Or will they need to rethink the 
strategies that have served them so well in the past? We would argue that the latter is the case. 
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3. Asia’s gathering storm: Brands, broken 
business models and hyper-competition

A consensus is growing that emerging Asia is entering a new era in which brands are set to become 
ever more important. On the one hand, this new era will be characterised by growing challenges in 

the form of rising costs and ever more cut-throat competition. On the other, it will be characterised by 
unrivalled opportunities as emerging Asia’s domestic markets deepen and develop. The companies that 
succeed in this new landscape will be those that grasp the importance of brands to their future survival 
and quickly develop the skills needed to build and manage them.

Key to this emerging landscape is the pressure that is building on traditional Asian business models. 
Many companies have grown up as original equipment manufacturers (OEMs) that produce goods on 
an outsourced basis for other companies—the ultimate owners of the brand and intellectual property. 
The same also applies in the services sector, where many Asian firms run services such as accounting, 
customer helplines and software coding on an outsourced basis for well-known branded customers like 
airlines, banks and utilities.

While these business models won’t disappear overnight, they are becoming less profitable and less 
attractive. Partly that is because production costs in much of Asia are rising. In China, for example, 
workers are becoming ever more vocal in demanding pay rises. Data show that wages of Chinese migrant 
workers who often staff the nation’s production lines rose by 17.3% in real terms in 2009. At Hon Hai, a 
Taiwanese contract electronics manufacturer, a high-profile labour dispute in Shenzhen in China led to a 
pay rise of 67% earlier this year. Such rising costs are outstripping productivity improvements, inevitably 
squeezing margins. If manufacturers try to pass on the costs to their customers—the brand owners—they 
risk losing the business to factories in cheaper locations elsewhere in the world.

“More and more companies in Asia want to get out of the OEM trap,” observes Rupert Purser, chairman 
of Brand Finance in China. “As a business, it’s high volume, low margin and with no barriers to entry. 

Key points

n As production costs in Asia rise, the traditional outsourcing—or original equipment manufacturing (OEM)—
business	model	is	becoming	less	profitable	and	attractive.

n	 But	as	the	OEM	model	wanes,	there	is	also	rising	opportunity	among	Asia’s	flourishing	middle	class.	All	over	
the	globe,	businesses	are	targeting	Asia’s	new	wealth.	Only	firms	with	strong	brands	will	win	as	competition	
intensifies.



Brand and deliver
Emerging Asia’s new corporate imperative

 © Economist Intelligence Unit 2010 15

Indeed, there is a discernable trend among Chinese manufacturers, notably smaller ones, to seek to 
acquire the supply chain for their products. Recent examples include Chinese apparel maker Bosideng’s 
purchase in 2009 of a 50% stake in Greenwoods, a British retail chain, and Soundking’s purchase of Cadac 
Electronics, also of the UK.10

More positively, the pressure to build brands will come from rising opportunity. As already discussed, 
Asia ex-Japan is set to increase its share of the global economy from less than 20% to more than 25% in 
just the next five years. The size of the middle classes in emerging Asia will soar. New research published 
in April this year estimates the middle class in Asia ex-Japan will rise from 570m today to 945m by 2015, 
with 90% of the increase coming in just three countries—China, India and Indonesia. The report defines 
middle class as a per capita annual income of US$3,000 or higher, the point at which consumers no longer 
spend all their income on the necessities of life, but have money left over for discretionary items.11 

This unprecedented blossoming of consumer wealth presents fabulous opportunities, not only for 

10 A brave new world: The  
climate for Chinese M&A 
abroad, Economist  
Intelligence Unit, Mar 2010.

The intellectual property in the products is owned by the customer and they can easily change their 
manufacturing partner at the drop of a hat.”

Just as important, the owners of OEM businesses can see that they are only capturing a small part of 
the final value of the goods and services they provide. Take a brand of luxury sunglasses. The brand owner 
in the West might sell them for US$250 a pair, while the manufacturer charges just US$25 to make them. 
Asian business leaders can clearly see that owning brands offers a potentially more profitable business 
model. Diagram 1, below, shows different scenarios under which brand owners can capture more of the 
value in products.
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11 Mr & Mrs Asia, CLSA, Spring 
2010.
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consumer-focused businesses (B2C), but also for those targeting other businesses (B2B). Emerging Asia 
is now at a stage where brands can be truly powerful and useful in capturing the opportunities in the 
region.

However, because growth in the Western world will remain subdued over this period, Asian companies 
will not have the market to themselves. Western multinationals are also training their sights on Asia. The 
result, says Melanie McShane, a strategist at Wolff Olins, a brand consultancy, is that competition is set to 
intensify sharply.

“To be a global brand in the past, it was important to win in the US,” she notes. “To be a global brand in 
the future, it will be important to win in Asia.”

In one telling example, Osim, a Singapore-based healthy lifestyle brand famous for its range of 
massage chairs and nutritional supplements, spent much of the past decade focused on the US as the 
launch pad for building a global brand. In 2009, however, Osim shifted its attention to Asia. It still plans 
to build a globally-recognised brand, but instead is using China as its platform for going global. (See 
“Osim: Market Priorities” on page 17.)

This rising competition will make life tough for aspiring Asian brands. Take the market for mobile 
phone handsets. Any Chinese player hoping to build a business in this space faces intense competition 
from established foreign players such as Apple, Blackberry, Nokia, Samsung, Motorola, Sony, LG and 
others. Competing without building a brand will be impossible. Trying to build a brand will be only 
marginally easier.

Traditional battle lines between foreign and local brands will also be blurred. Up until now, foreign 
companies in markets such as China and India have concentrated on the big, wealthy tier 1 and tier 2 
cities. Conversely, local players have found it easier to gain a foothold in the poorer tier 4 and tier 5 cities 
and rural areas. Increasingly, though, local and foreign companies will clash as they look to deepen their 
market penetration, with local companies pushing into wealthier markets and segments and foreign 
companies moving in the opposite direction. The way that firms manage their brands will shape who the 
winners will be.

Adding further complexity to the coming battle of the brands in Asia is the widely held view that it 
takes less time to build a brand these days than in the past. Within Asia, the Japanese were the first to set 
out on the brand journey, taking 40 years for the likes of Nissan, Panasonic and Fujitsu to become globally 
established. The second wave of brand-building came from South Korea where the likes of Samsung, LG 
and Kia took 25 years to reach the same stage. If and when the Chinese, Indians and others take their 
turn at brand-building, observers believe the time frame will have shortened still, to around 15 years. 
This accelerated growth comes thanks to a more globalised world, faster communications, more pervasive 
media and the influence of the internet.
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Osim: Market priorities

Through a process of acquisition and market 
building, Osim has been going global. But while five 
years ago the company believed America was the 
place to build global brands, today it prefers China

Back in 2005, Osim had a conventional view of the 
world. The Singapore-based company was gaining 
recognition in Asia as a specialised retail brand selling 
high-end massage chairs, nutritional supplements and 
other health products. But while growth in Asia was 
progressing nicely, Osim wanted to become a global 
brand, not a regional one. In line with thinking at the 
time, that meant conquering America. So it was that in 
April that year, Osim signed a deal to buy Brookstone, a 
US-based chain of 288 specialty retail stores.

Five years later, Osim’s strategy has shifted 
dramatically. The company still has its sights set 
firmly on becoming a global brand. But today the 
launch platform for going global isn’t the US, it’s 
China.

“Osim opened its first store in China in 1994, but 
it’s really only now that we’ve recognised China as the 

best place for us to grow our brands,” says Peter Lee, 
the firm’s chief financial officer. “The middle class 
is growing at a tremendous speed, wages are rising, 
consumers are under-leveraged because they don’t 
have credit cards yet and urbanisation is progressing 
rapidly. It’s the most exciting consumer market in the 
world.”

Based on that assessment, Osim has set out some 
bold objectives. Today, the company has 228 Osim-
branded stores in China but plans to have opened 700 
by the end of 2014. The company also owns a brand in 
China called Rich Life which sells vitamins and other 
nutritional supplements. So far, Osim has launched 
48 Rich Life stores in China, but expects to have 100 
by the end of 2010 and to launch another 100 outlets 
every year for the next 10 years.

Back in the US, Osim still owns the Brookstone 
chain. The business took a beating during the 
financial crisis of 2008, causing Osim to write off 
completely the US$90m that it spent acquiring the 
brand. More recently, though, the business has 
returned to profit and the number of shops has grown 
to 314.

“The Brookstone brand is coming back now and 
looks healthy,” says Lee, “but our main focus has 
shifted. We’re all about China these days.”
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4. Is emerging Asia ready to build brands?

T he logic for using brands as a strategy by which to fend off the rising competition as well as grasp the 
expanding opportunity in this emerging landscape is simple. But while the benefits of brands to both 

customers and companies are easy to grasp, the science of creating and managing them is often far from 
straightforward. In emerging Asia, that science is still a work in progress.

David Wei, CEO of Alibaba.com, an internet trading platform for small businesses and one of China’s 
fastest-growing brands, says that more and more Chinese companies are recognising the importance of 
brands. “But,” he adds, “many businesses confuse branding with marketing. Advertising is an important 
part of building a brand, but it is only a small part. The biggest part of branding is understanding and 
defining how you deliver value to your customers.”

Understanding value is not necessarily as easy as it might seem. In emerging Asia, notes Ray Ally, 
executive director in Beijing of Landor Associates, a brand consultancy, companies have competed 
primarily on cost, aiming to create value by being cheaper than anyone else. But when companies build 
brands, “they have to think more deeply about issues like quality, reliability, safety, design and style.” 
While price is always an important element of the value that any product or service delivers, it is only one 
of many things to consider and manage.

At Alibaba.com, value comes from connecting 53m buyers and sellers around the world in an online 
marketplace. And managing the brand takes in everything from investments in the processing speed of 
the website so that users don’t have to wait, to ensuring consistent levels of customer care—employees in 
the firm’s help centre have mirrors on their desks next to their telephones to ensure they have a smile on 
their face as they talk to customers. (See “Alibaba.com: International, not Chinese” on page 20.)

Ho Kwon Ping, executive chairman of Banyan Tree Holdings, a Singapore-based chain of luxury 
hotels, agrees with Mr Wei that branding is not yet fully understood in much of Asia. “Many contract 
manufacturers regard having a brand as a reward for their success in building a business,” he says. “Once 

Key points

n Many Asian companies have traditionally competed on price, so branding is not widely understood.

n Branding is about understanding how a business delivers value. Price is a big part of value, but so too are 
aspects such as quality, design, reliability, and customer service.

n Asian brand-builders must think more deeply about how they deliver value. They must also recognize that 
all the best brands build an emotional connection with their customers, especially as products and services 
become increasingly homogenous.
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they are up and running, they feel they can just stick a logo on their laptop or whatever they make, and 
then sell it at a premium. That’s not the case.”

What’s needed, he stresses, is a complete change in the way that a company operates and thinks. 
“Branding is something that has to be managed right from the top of the company and all the way down. 
You can’t delegate it to a junior team.” Mr Ho reckons that many Chinese manufacturers have at most a 10 
year window to re-orient their companies around managing brands or else be driven out of business as 
their costs rise relative to cheaper countries. (See “Banyan Tree Holdings: From contract manufacturing 
to branded hotels” on page 21.)

Perhaps one of the toughest challenges in switching to a brand-based strategy is building an emotional 
connection with customers. “A brand is not a brand unless it competes along emotional dimensions,” 
stresses Stuart Green, managing director in Asia of Interbrand, a brand consultancy. “Nike appeals to the 
‘athlete’ in everyone, regardless of true physical ability. This moves the discussion beyond the features of 
Nike’s trainers or sports apparel and concentrates on how the customer feels when wearing Nike gear.”

The emotional side of a brand becomes ever more important, adds Mr Green, when there is little to 
distinguish between competing products. “The pillars on which successful businesses are built—capital, 
knowledge, a skilled workforce —are becoming more and more ubiquitous. As competitors draw level in 
terms of product quality, design and price, brands can make the difference.”

Dermot Boden, the chief marketing officer of LG Electronics in South Korea, is focusing all his energies 
on strengthening the emotional connection between LG and its customers. The idea is to tie customers to 
the LG brand rather than to specific products, because product lifecycles can be short in the technology 
sector.

“All the truly great brands connect with their customers in an emotional way. They make people want to 
be associated with them,” he says. (See “LG Electronics: Love conquers all” on page 22.)

For many business leaders in emerging Asia, thinking about building an emotional connection to 
customers, and assessing the value their companies provide beyond just being as cheap as possible, are 
new challenges. It’s especially tough, observes Mr Roll in Singapore, because business heads in the region 
often have backgrounds in engineering or finance. While those skills are all essential, he says, they need 
to be balanced by marketing prowess, by a willingness to think over the longer horizons that brand-
building requires, and by a courage to invest in the research and development needed to make local 
brands leaders rather than followers.

At Landor Associates, Mr Ally agrees. “I get lots of Chinese companies telling me they want to be the 
next Apple,” he confides. “But it won’t happen unless they’re prepared to increase the amount they invest 
in R&D, in marketing, in design.”
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Alibaba.com: International, not Chinese

Alibaba.com is a rare brand in China. Not only is it 
one of the few Asian service-based brands, it has 
also consciously chosen to build an international 
brand, not a Chinese one

If any brand can claim to be truly global, Alibaba.com 
can. The China-based internet trading platform has 
53m customers in “240 countries and regions” that 
meet and do business on its online marketplace. And 
that global reach has come despite the brand being 
just 10 years old.

Launched in 1999 by Jack Ma, a Chinese 
entrepreneur, the Alibaba Group has set up a handful 
of internet brands. Among them, Alibaba.com is the 
flagship service, connecting small and medium-
sized enterprises around the world in an online, 
English-language trading portal. The group also 
runs Chinese-language services—1688.com for B2B 
trading, and Taobao.com for B2C.

Some people ascribe Alibaba.com’s rapid spread 
around the world to the fact that it’s an internet-
based brand, but David Wei, the company’s CEO, 
disputes that assessment. “Being an internet brand 
doesn’t make going global any easier,” he states. 
“The reason our brand grew so rapidly is because it’s 
built around global trade. We spread very quickly 

along the paths of international commerce.”
It also helped that the founder consciously 

focused on building an international brand, not a 
Chinese one. “Jack Ma decided on day one that he 
wanted an international name that didn’t rely on 
Chinese sounds or characters,” explains Mr Wei. 
“The name ‘Alibaba’ appears in fairy tales in almost 
every country, including China. And people associate 
it with positive things like ‘open sesame’, ‘finding 
treasure’, and ‘good triumphing over evil’.”

What makes Alibaba.com’s success all the more 
striking is that it is a service brand. Companies from 
Asia, especially Japan and South Korea, have been 
highly successful building global product brands, 
notably in cars and electronics. In China, current 
international brand-building efforts are also focused 
largely on products rather than services.

Perhaps the most successful example of Asian 
service brands going global are the IT service 
providers in India such as Infosys, Tata Consulting 
Services and Wipro. These firms have grown rapidly 
and secure the bulk of their revenues from business 
won in Western markets. Like Alibaba.com, though, 
they are B2B brands.

Global Asian brands in the B2C services arena are 
fewer still, with the most notable examples being 
hotel chains such as Hong Kong’s Oriental Hotels 
and Singapore’s Banyan Tree, and airlines such as 
Singapore Airlines and Cathay Pacific.
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Banyan Tree Holdings: From contract 
manufacturing to branded hotels

Ho Kwon Ping of Banyan Tree Holdings was quick to 
see the limits of contract manufacturing. He decided 
to build a brand before he knew what industry to 
build it in

In the 1980s, Ho Kwon Ping had recently joined his 
family’s Singapore-based business and was busy 
learning the ropes. The company was typical of many 
businesses in Asia at the time, with diverse interests 
across the region, ranging from trading to owning 
properties to manufacturing fridges and televisions on 
behalf of Western brand owners.

Mr Ho was intent on continuing the business in 
much the same manner when he was struck with an 
epiphany. He had just set up a factory in Thailand to 
make sports shoes for Nike and Adidas. But despite 
the careful planning and the hard work preparing 
production lines, the whole venture was shut down 
within a year of opening. The reason? Indonesia had 
suddenly been discovered as a cheaper place to make 
trainers.

“Multinationals that own brands and outsource 
their manufacturing are truly footloose,” Mr Ho says. 

“Contract manufacturing is continually collapsing 
as new cheaper places open up and new contractors 
start producing.”

The experience taught Mr Ho some valuable 
lessons. “Contract manufacturing relies on relative 
advantage, ie, being cheaper than anyone else,” 
he explains. “But to build a strong, sustainable 
business, you need to have proprietary, absolute 
advantage. And there are really just two types of 
proprietary advantage: technology and brands.”

Mr Ho, who is an economics graduate, didn’t feel 
confident that he had any expertise with technology. 
In branding, however, he could see a path to success. 
“At that moment, when we shut down our shoe 
factory in Thailand, I knew that building a brand 
would be imperative for our survival.”

Interestingly, Mr Ho made the decision to build a 
brand before knowing what sector he would build it 
in. He looked around at various different industries 
and in the end decided on hotels, “because I enjoyed 
them, I understood them, and it was a relatively 
simple business to get into,” he says.

And so he launched Banyan Tree Holdings, a high-
end luxury chain of resorts, hotels, spas and golf 
courses that considers The Four Seasons chain as its 
closest rival. Today, Banyan Tree has 30 hotels, built 
up gradually over the past 20 years. Over the next five 
years, Mr Ho hopes to take the total to 50 properties.
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LG Electronics: Love conquers all?

LG prepares for ever-tougher competition by creating 
emotional attachment to its name

With US$44bn in revenues last year, LG Electronics 
in South Korea is already one of the biggest makers 
of consumer electronics and home appliances in 
the world. Until recently, however, LG’s brand was 
significantly less impressive than the company behind 
it.

“Branding is a relatively new concept at LG. 
Historically, we’ve had great products, but a weak 
brand,” concedes Dermot Boden, the firm’s chief 
marketing officer. He joined LG in 2007 and was 
tasked by the company’s CEO, Yong Nam, to improve 
that situation.

“In consumer electronics, products last for 18 
months before technology moves on and the next 
thing has arrived, sometimes even less,” says Mr 
Boden. “In Hong Kong, mobile phones have a lifespan 
of about three months. If your marketing is based 
around products then you have to start all over again 
every time a new product comes out.”

Recognising this problem, Mr Nam wanted LG 
to have a brand that transcended short product 
lifecycles by establishing a loyalty with consumers 
that lasted for considerably longer. “By building a 
bond linking consumers to the brand rather than 
to individual products we get much more return 
on our marketing investment,” Mr Boden explains. 
“Products come and go, but the brand lives forever.”

The key to establishing that bond with consumers, 

stresses Mr Boden, is to build an emotional 
connection. “All the truly great brands connect with 
their customers in an emotional way. They make 
people want to be associated with them,” he says.

LG’s slogan is “Life’s Good”, which is actually a 
“backronym”, a phrase made up to fit the company’s 
initials. Earlier in its evolution, LG was known as 
Lucky Goldstar, before shortening the name and 
developing a slogan to fit the initials.

Mr Dermot’s efforts to strengthen the brand 
centre on defining the values that make LG and its 
“Life’s Good” identity meaningful to consumers so 
that they warm to it. He identifies three core values 
that describe the brand identity—humanity, pleasure 
and curiosity—and sees these values combining in 
messages of “enriching lives through technology”, 
“improving lives in surprising ways” and “helping 
consumers get more out of life”.

When he first arrived, Mr Boden spent significant 
time building the brand internally within LG, 
ensuring that staff all understood what the brand 
stood for. Then he focused on building the brand 
externally, including buying some big-ticket 
sponsorships and advertising campaigns. Among 
them, LG is now a sponsor of Formula One motor 
racing and supports the International Cricket 
Council.

Global marketing such as this helps to cement 
the broad framework of the brand. Country-level 
operations then have a degree of freedom to tailor 
the high-level brand-building to suit local tastes and 
preferences. “You have to bring brands to life at a 
local level, but within a consistent framework,” notes 
Mr Boden. “Great brands are brutally consistent, and 
consistent over the long term.”



Brand and deliver
Emerging Asia’s new corporate imperative

 © Economist Intelligence Unit 2010 23

5. Lessons from the leaders in going global

Despite varying levels of skill in brand management, the appetite in emerging Asia for building brands 
is growing as recognition of the shifting business landscape takes hold. Indeed, some believe it is 

only a matter of time before China, India and other emerging nations in Asia produce brands that are 
known and respected across the globe.

At Brand Finance, Mr Purser has just completed a valuation of China’s top 100 brands and believes 
many of them “are poised to crack the dominance of their Western counterparts”. Up until now, he says, 
most have concentrated on building their domestic business and profile within China. The next stage is to 
push the brands out onto the international marketplace.

“It’s usually the case that brands develop a market leadership in their home market before they move 
overseas,” he says. He points to names such as Midea, a maker of home appliances, Li Ning, a brand of 
athletic shoes and clothes, Ping An, a life insurer, and Snow Beer as approaching such a stage. They have 
all developed strong brands within their home market and are now ready to take those brands overseas.

Ms McShane at Wolff Olins is similarly optimistic. “The days when Asian brands were unsophisticated 
and simply copied Western brands are coming to an end,” she says. “Increasingly, Asian firms are building 
their own identity and they see brands as a powerful enabler, a platform to grow internationally.”

Ms McShane points to companies such as Haier, Tsingtao Beer and Lenovo in China, and Tata, Infosys 
and United Breweries in India as examples of firms that are already making steady progress in their bid 
to build global brands. The fact that the recent Fifa World Cup football tournament featured numerous 
sponsors from China (Harbin Beer and Yingli Solar) and from India (Mahindra Satyam) supports her 
assertion.

The routes that brands take onto the world stage are varied, but certain trends do exist. One, in 
particular, is the choice of markets that brands decide to enter. For many brands pushing out of their 
home nations in emerging Asia, it makes sense to concentrate on other emerging markets first.

Key points

n As the business landscape changes, interest in building brands is rising in Asia. But important questions 
remain about the route to taking a brand global.

n	 Which	markets	should	be	targeted	first?	Many	firms	choose	other	emerging	markets.	These	are	rapidly	growing	
markets where competition from Western companies is lower, as is prejudice towards their brands.

n	 Buy	or	build?	Some	firms	are	buying	established	brands	in	mature	markets,	a	faster	route	to	owning	a	global	
brand. But successful acquisitions require great management skill.
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“Targeting places like Pakistan and Nigeria makes sense,” says Deepender Rana, chief client officer for 
Asia, Africa and the Middle East at Millward Brown, a market research and brand consultancy. “These are 
big markets, growing rapidly, and will be ever more important. And yet they have traditionally not been a 
high priority for Western brands so they represent a much less exploited space.”

Having that space gives these early stage brand-builders the opportunity to find their feet—and to do 
so in hard markets that provide valuable lessons. What’s more, adds Mr Rana, while brands from China 
and India might be considered inferior in mature markets, they can often position themselves as premium 
brands in less developed economies. The strong political links being forged between places like China and 
Africa also help to foster a welcome reception for Asia’s new brands.

When emerging brands decide to tackle mature markets, such as those in Europe and the US, usually 
the strategy is to position the brand as a cheaper, value-for-money option. Some companies even pursue 
a dual approach, pitching their products as premium in places like Pakistan, but value-for-money in the 
US.

This was the strategy that brands from Japan and South Korea followed successfully over the past half 
century, notes Mr Ally at Landor. In many ways, their experience serves as the inspiration for Chinese 
and Indian firms. “At first, the brand proposition is almost always about price, which is used as a wedge 
to build a presence,” says Mr Ally. “But once a brand has established itself, it can start to work on issues 
like quality and design and move up-market. Toyota did it that way 40 years ago, eventually launching its 
Lexus brand.”

Not all brands take this route. Building a brand from the ground up takes significant time, patience and 
investment, and there are no guarantees of success. An alternative path is to buy an established brand 
as a short cut, an option that becomes even more attractive if the acquirer is able to combine a strong 
market-facing brand with a cheaper cost base located in Asia. In recent years, companies in emerging Asia 
have made numerous such acquisitions. Among the busiest has been Tata Sons, an Indian conglomerate 
with interests ranging from cars to hotels to IT consultancy services. Among its purchases over the past 10 
years are Tetley Tea, Corus steel, and the Jaguar and Land Rover car marques. (See “Tata Sons: Branding a 
global conglomerate” on page 26.)

Not all acquisitions of foreign brands are necessarily aimed at international expansion. Earlier this 
year, Geely, a Chinese carmaker, bought Swedish car brand Volvo. While the purchase will certainly give 
Geely a welcome foothold in markets outside China, the acquisition was just as much about the domestic 
market in China. Foreign brands are still perceived as being of better quality, safer and more prestigious in 
China than local car brands, and Volvo gives Geely a premium offering alongside its more affordable own-
brand vehicles. But auto industry analysts and others have raised questions about the impact of Chinese 
ownership on the image of the Volvo brand, given recent scandals about the quality and safety of Chinese-
made products (see chapter 6). They also question Geely’s ability to manage a global brand, given its lack 
of experience. 

Indeed, opinion about the wisdom of buying brands versus building them is divided. Most agree that 
buying brands offers a potentially much faster route to establishing a brand overseas, but only if the 
buyer is sufficiently skilled to manage and integrate the acquisition. Brands can be delicate assets with 
a unique character, history and culture that don’t withstand tampering. For example, when Coca-Cola 
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re-entered India in the early 1990s it did so by buying out Parle, the leading domestic soft drinks maker. 
Most observers expected it to gradually withdraw the local firm’s brands. But instead the company has 
run a “dual cola strategy” and a senior executive from the company recently described Parle’s cola brand, 
Thums Up, as “possibly India’s most resilient iconic soft drink brand”.12

At Tata Sons, R Gopalakrishnan, the firm’s executive director, says there are two ways to approach an 
acquisition, “as a conqueror, or as a partner/adventurer. We prefer to be a partner.” That means trying to 
preserve, as far as possible, all the characteristics and culture at the target firm that helped to create the 
brand and make it valuable. Most often that includes keeping the brand’s identity intact. “When Tata Tea 
bought Tetley Tea in the UK, we didn’t change the brand name and identity. Tata means nothing to Mrs 
Robinson in Bedfordshire, but Tetley means a great deal,” he says.

Nonetheless, many brand acquisitions by emerging Asian companies have not gone well. In 2005, 
BenQ, an electronics firm in Taiwan, bought the mobile handset arm of Siemens in Germany, but the new 
venture—a combination of BenQ’s mobile division and that of Siemens—went bankrupt a year later. TCL of 
China encountered similar troubles when it invested in joint ventures in France to take on the television 
brand of Thomson and the mobile handset brand of Alcatel.

“One problem with buying a brand is that companies often don’t do their due diligence properly,” says 
Mr Fillip at Lippincott. “Sometimes a brand might be well known, but its best days are long behind it. If 
you don’t study the equity in these brands carefully they can turn out to be terrible mistakes.”

12 “Are Happy Days Here Again 
for Coca-Cola India?”, India 
Knowledge@Wharton, Mar 
11th 2010.
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Tata Sons: Branding a global 
conglomerate

Tata Sons binds together its ownership stakes in 
diverse businesses with a brand based on social 
responsibility

What are the links between a steel company, a luxury 
chain of hotels, an IT services consultancy, a car 
manufacturer, a brand of tea, a chain of supermarkets 
and a power utility? On the surface, very little. In India, 
however, Tata Sons, the nation’s largest conglomerate, 
has stakes in all these different businesses, and many 
others too.

Intriguingly, despite being in disparate sectors 
and operating as separate companies—with their 
own management, balance sheets and stockmarket 
listings—these diverse companies all carry the Tata 
brand, be it Tata Tea, Tata Consultancy Services, Tata 
Steel or Tata Motors.

“The Tata brand is unusual in that it is not 
defined by a product or a set of customers,” says 
R Gopalakrishnan, executive director of Tata 
Sons. “What defines our brand is a commitment to 
responsible capitalism, a belief that we have to give 
back to society more than we take from it.”

That brand identity stems from the company’s 
founder, Jamsetji Tata, who set up the business in 
the 1800s. Sometimes referred to as “the father of 
Indian industry”, he set up steel mills and textile 
factories and built hotels, but always felt that he 
was merely a conduit by which to plough back his 
substantial wealth into improving India. Today, Tata 
Sons is owned by a number of philanthropic trusts 
set up by Jamsetji and his successors which reinvest 
their dividend income into education, healthcare and 
other projects.

But keeping a unified consistent brand in place 

across such a vast and diverse range of companies 
is not easy. For that reason, Tata Sons put a “Brand 
Equity and Business Promotion Agreement” in 
place in 1998. Under the terms of the agreement, 
companies that use the name directly (such as Tata 
Steel) pay an annual fee equal to 0.25% of turnover, 
or 5% of profits before tax, whichever is lower. Parts 
of the Tata empire that use the name indirectly (such 
as Indian Hotels) pay 0.15% of their turnover. The 
agreement also carries a set of obligations about 
how the brand can be used and how businesses must 
behave.

Naturally, companies gain many benefits in return. 
Within India, the Tata name carries significant weight 
and respect. Businesses associated with the company 
have a natural advantage in winning business and 
customers. The Tata Sons corporate centre also 
provides a number of services for its constituent 
companies, from training to leadership development 
to systems of quality management.

Over the past 10 years, Tata and its subsidiaries 
have made a concerted push onto the international 
stage, where the name is less well known and 
understood. To address this gap, Mr Gopalakrishnan 
has set up programmes to build the Tata brand. 
Among them is the Tata International Social 
Entrepreneurship Scheme. Every year, Tata Sons 
recruits 15 graduates from top universities such 
as Berkeley, Cambridge and the London School of 
Economics and brings them to India. Once there, they 
receive two months of tutelage and instruction at 
a Tata business unit and are put to work on a social 
entrepreneurship project such as raising public 
health in rural villages.

“These are smart people who will become 
influential in their home markets in time. As they rise 
to positions of power and advocacy they’ll already 
understand clearly what the Tata brand, mission and 
values are,” says Mr Gopalakrishnan.
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6. To be Asian or not to be Asian?

No matter what strategy companies pursue as they go global, they will inevitably face numerous 
challenges. One of the biggest issues is the so-called “country of origin effect”, whereby Asian 

brands are perceived as being inferior because they come from a foreign country that customers don’t 
understand, or which they mistrust.

In the case of China, for example, the recent string of product scandals involving milk powder, 
toothpaste and medicine has tarnished the nation’s reputation in the eyes of consumers overseas. While 
Americans and Europeans don’t hesitate to buy an Apple phone that was made in China (assuming that 
the Western brand stands responsible for ensuring a certain level of quality), they question the quality of 
a product from a Chinese-owned brand.

To some degree, those perceptions are based on fact. Lots of Chinese cars, for example, are not yet 
able to pass the required safety standards in Western markets. At Osim, all the vitamin and nutritional 
supplements it sells in China are manufactured in the US, and the country of origin is made clear on the 
packaging.

But, once again, many observers believe it is simply a matter of time before brands in emerging Asia are 
able to change these perceptions—though it will require a great deal of effort. Indeed, argues Ms McShane 
at Wolff Olins, “Raising the quality associated with your product or service is an important part of any 
strategy for an emerging market brand. One of the things that helped lift Japanese brands to their present 
status was a consistent focus on improving quality.” In the 1950s, for example, Sony’s goal was to “become 
the company most known for changing the worldwide poor-quality image of Japanese products.” Its long-
term mission was that in 50 years, “our brand name will be as well known as any in the world ... and will 
signify innovation and quality ... ‘Made in Japan’ will mean something fine, not something shoddy.”13 

BYD, a Chinese carmaker, has embarked on an ambitious brand-building path on the international 
stage. Paul Lin, charged with building BYD’s brand overseas, acknowledges that issues of quality and poor 

Key points

n As they go global, brands from emerging Asia confront perceptions of inferiority.

n Observers believe that with time—and concerted effort—the quality of products from emerging Asia will 
match those from the West, and perceptions will change, just as they did with Japanese goods.

n In the meantime, Asian brands will have to engage in a balancing act, emphasising their cultural strengths 
and avoiding negative associations with quality and safety.

13 “Building Your Company’s 
Vision”, Collins, James C,  
Porras, Jerry I, Harvard  
Business Review, Sep/Oct 
1996.
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perceptions of Chinese products are very real obstacles in front of him. It’s partly for that reason that BYD 
has concentrated its first efforts on other emerging markets, where cheap prices are a higher priority 
than quality. Equally, though, BYD is focused intently on raising its levels of reliability and safety so that 
they match Western standards. (See “BYD: Driving abroad at top speed” on page 29.)

On a more positive note, Mr Lin believes the recent product scandals in China are a good thing. “In the 
past, you wouldn’t have heard about them,” he says. “The fact that these scandals are in the newspapers 
means standards are improving.”

What’s more, he senses a growing awareness among Chinese manufacturers of the need to lift quality. 
“It doesn’t matter if you make phones or cars or chemicals or computers, when you have a brand it isn’t 
just a calling card for your company, it’s a calling card for your country,” he says. “As Chinese companies 
expand into new markets they’re realising this.”

Related to concerns over country of origin are questions about the degree to which Asian brands 
should celebrate or downplay their national and cultural heritage. In the recent past, because Western 
brands were perceived by most consumers—both in Asia and outside—to be superior, Asian brands 
have carried a certain inferiority complex about their roots. And unless there is a concerted effort on a 
national scale to improve quality standards, projecting oneself as a “Chinese brand” could be risky.

But, says Mr Roll, that sense of inferiority is starting to dissolve. “Increasingly, Asian consumers want 
to buy Asian brands, so it’s important that companies keep a sense of their own cultural characteristics,” 
he says.

That’s especially the case given that many Western companies are repositioning their brands to 
appeal to Asian markets. Laurent Philippe, a former president in Greater China of Procter & Gamble, a US 
consumer goods firm, said in an interview with McKinsey Quarterly: “We do not see our brands in China 
as global brands; we see them as Chinese brands … known in China by their Chinese names.”14 In India, 
Hindustan Lever, a subsidiary of Anglo-Dutch conglomerate Unilever, is viewed by many as a local brand. 

For Mr Rana at Millward Brown, the next few years will be difficult to manage as brands in emerging 
Asia find the right balance between emphasising the positive aspects of their culture and avoiding the 
negatives associated with issues such as quality and safety. “The heritage of ‘made in China’ may not be 
a positive thing for a few more years, but there’s so much rich material that can be used to build brand 
identities and help them stand out in a crowded market—ideas around Eastern mysticism, martial arts 
and the Great Wall.”

At Banyan Tree, Mr Ho says he tries to avoid linking his hotel chain too closely to any idea of Asia. “You 
can’t put an Asian-style hotel in Morocco or Greece and ignore the local culture,” he notes. However, he 
does infuse his brand with “an Asian sensitivity and sensibility”. That translates into ideas of excellent 
service and identifying certain touch points that define the Banyan Tree experience, such as the way in 
which guests are greeted.

Mr Ho also warns about the limitations that come from having a brand that is too culturally confined. 
Because Banyan Tree is based in Singapore, a tiny market of under 5m people, it was forced from the start 
to operate with an international perspective. By contrast, he says, hotel chains in larger markets like 
Japan and South Korea have often struggled to move overseas because the whole business has become 
too oriented around the local culture and not open to what consumers in other countries want.

14 “Understanding the Chinese 
Consumer”, McKinsey  
Quarterly, Jul 2004.
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BYD: Driving abroad at top speed

Selling Chinese cars to Argentinians isn’t easy. 
Selling them to Americans is far harder

China is famous the world over for its staggering 
rates of economic growth. But even that is put in the 
shade by the expansion at BYD, a Shenzhen-based 
manufacturer of rechargeable batteries, cars and solar 
energy systems.

The company was set up in 1995 with 20 employees 
by Wang Chuan-Fu, a Chinese entrepreneur from a 
dirt-poor farming family. Just 15 years later, it has 
grown to employ 200,000 workers, earns revenues 
of US$7bn, and has attracted the likes of US investor 
Warren Buffett, who bought 10% of BYD’s shares in 
2008.

The company’s early life resembled that of many 
Chinese contract manufacturers. The firm was 
anonymous, growing on the back of being a maker 
of mobile phone batteries for Nokia and other 
international brands. Then, in 2003, BYD took a 
giant step into the world of consumer-facing brand-
building by buying the assets of Tsinchuan Auto, a 
defunct state-owned carmaker.

“We wanted to be a brand owner, not just a 
manufacturer, because the margins are so much 
more attractive,” explains Paul Lin, who is in charge 
of BYD’s international brand-building outside 
China. “We also felt we could use our leadership in 
rechargeable battery technology to build greener 
cars.”

BYD’s car business is rising rapidly. In 2008, 
the division had revenues of US$1.3bn. In 2009, 

they more than doubled to US$3.7bn. Much of that 
growth is coming from within China, where BYD is 
challenging the dominance of the established foreign 
car brands. Equally, growth is coming from overseas, 
where BYD now sells its cars in 50 other markets. So 
far, almost all of those markets would be described 
as “emerging”—places like Russia, Egypt, Chile and 
Argentina.

Mr Lin’s efforts to build the BYD brand overseas 
are far easier in emerging markets than developed 
ones, he says. Much of that is because Western 
consumers still have a low opinion of the quality of 
Chinese-branded products. That issue is doubly tough 
to manage when the product on offer is a car.

“Cars are such a big expense for most consumers, 
they have to be completely confident in your brand 
before they buy it,” explains Mr Lin. “American 
consumers are happy to buy Chinese computers and 
Chinese DVD-players, but with cars it takes much 
longer to build trust.”

Mr Lin reckons it needs three years of groundwork 
before a company such as his can start selling cars in 
America. Much of that preparation means addressing 
issues of quality and reliability so that the cars can 
pass tough US safety standards, meet emission 
requirements and conform to other regulations. 
Equally, it means working in the market itself to 
persuade potential customers that Chinese products 
are worthy of consideration. That’s something that 
he says is helped by Chinese embassies all over the 
world. “They do a tireless job raising perceptions of 
Chinese industry,” he says.

For US consumers eager to try BYD’s electric 
cars—which in China sell for around half the price of 
a Japanese equivalent—the launch date is later this 
year.
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7. Conquerors and casualties

The coming era of intensive focus on brands in Asia will doubtless show many impressive examples 
of success. Equally, it will show failures, for in any competition there are losers as well as winners. 

Companies with winning brands will need to show just as much dedication to preserving and nurturing 
their brands as they do to building them, for these intangible assets can quickly be damaged or displaced.

At Alibaba.com, Mr Wei points to the Japanese electronics and car brands that rose to become the envy 
of the world, displacing European and US brands in the process. While many Japanese brands are still 
strong, they too have ceded ground over the past decade to the emergence of new brands from South 
Korea. “In the coming decade, as Chinese companies get to grips with building brands, it will be the turn 
of the Koreans to look over their shoulder,” he predicts.

At LG Electronics in South Korea, Mr Boden is well aware of the potential threats in China. “Competition 
will get tougher, no doubt,” he nods. “In 20 years’ time, there will probably be five or six dominant brands 
in consumer electronics. It’s impossible to say who they will be, but LG is focused on being one of them.”

Staying ahead of the game requires constant investment in developing new products and technologies 
and avoiding complacency. Just as important, it requires continually measuring the strength of a 
company’s brand and its bond with customers. To that end, Mr Boden has developed a sophisticated 
tracking system to take the pulse of LG’s brand strength at regular intervals. The system measures things 
such as awareness of the brand among consumers, their preference for the brand and how they rate it 
in comparison to competing brands. Equally critical is measuring the strength of the brand within a 
company by surveying staff and gauging their loyalty, happiness and pride.

Another important factor in the ongoing management of a brand is reliability and continuity. If a 
brand’s character is constantly shifting, if its service levels vary, if its look and feel is always changing, 
then it risks alienating customers who feel the brand promise has been broken. For that reason, notes Mr 
Green at Interbrand, “The very best brands achieve a high level of consistency.”

Key points

n In the coming years, even companies with established brands will have to work hard to protect them as new 
brands emerge.

n	 Japanese	brands	displaced	European	and	American	ones.	Then	it	was	the	turn	of	South	Korean	names	to	rise	to	
the top. In the next few years, many predict it will be the turn of Chinese and Indian brands.

n To stay at the front, companies must nurture their brands diligently. That means ensuring the highest levels of 
brand consistency around the world, measuring regularly how the brand is perceived by customers and staff, 
and having processes for dealing with issues such as product recalls.
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Not only does consistency need to be present over time, it also needs to be present across space, ie, in 
different countries. Of course, brands must leave some room for local adaptation to allow for differing 
cultural mores and tastes. But, stresses Mr Green, at least 70% of a brand must remain consistent around 
the world, with at most 30% of the character allowed to vary according to the market.

Aditya Nath Jha, global head of branding at Infosys, an Indian IT services provider, identifies his firm’s 
brand as “the corporate soul”. Ever since 1981 when the firm was set up, that soul has remained the same, 
says Mr Jha. “Thirty years ago we were doing completely different things to today. In another 30 years 
we’ll be different again, probably designing positronic brains for space robots. But the corporate soul is 
always there, unchanging, in the background.” (See “Infosys: Irrational preference and the corporate 
soul” on page 32.)

Nonetheless, while wholesale change can be ruinous to a brand, subtle shifts do happen as part of 
a company’s natural evolution in response to changing markets and opportunities. At Alibaba.com, Mr 
Wei says his business is going through just such a shift this year. The first 10 years of the business were 
about “meet Alibaba”, or establishing the business as a place where buyers and sellers can meet and trade 
online. The next 10 years will be about “work Alibaba”, explains Mr Wei. This is because the company is 
expanding into offering services that help the internet portal’s customers—small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs)—to run more efficiently. Thus, for example, as well as providing a marketplace where 
SMEs can sell their goods, Alibaba.com will help them to source, finance and provide software to manage 
their operations.

“Branding is all about how you create value for your customers,” says Mr Wei. “When you change the 
way you create value, your brand changes too.”

Sometimes, brand consistency breaks down by accident rather than design when things go wrong. 
Product recalls and breakdowns happen no matter how stringent a firm’s quality controls. If mismanaged, 
the brand can be destroyed. In such situations companies need to respond quickly and responsibly to 
avoid damaging their brand.

But, argues Mr Boden at LG, if handled well a product breakdown can actually improve a brand’s 
standing. “Customer service can be a great brand-builder if you do it right,” he says. “That’s why it’s part 
of my mandate as chief marketing officer.”
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Infosys: Irrational preference and the 
corporate soul

Infosys bares its soul to win customers

For Aditya Nath Jha, the concept of branding is “open 
to much misuse and abuse”. As the global head of 
branding at Infosys, an Indian IT services provider, he 
has his own interpretation.

“A true brand is one that creates an irrational 
preference for itself in the mind of the customer,” he 
says.

In any industry, he explains, it’s difficult to 
distinguish between most companies. Personal 
computers, for example, all do much the same, no 
matter what the brand. Nor is it easy to distinguish 
between the way that companies provide their 
goods or services. With computers, occasionally 
a pioneering business model emerges—such as 
Dell’s revolutionary approach to supply chain 
management—but such advantages don’t last long.

“It’s difficult to stay different on a sustainable 
basis in terms of what a company does, or how it 
does it,” he says. “If you have something meaningful 
that makes you more successful than others, they’ll 
quickly copy you.”

With such a level playing field, he adds, it is up 
to branding to create an irrational preference that 
convinces a customer to choose one brand over 
another. Typically, brands pick up on a certain trait 
of the product or service in question and try to own 
the association with it. Thus, in the car market, for 
example, one brand might own the association with 
safety, another with luxury, a third with driving 
pleasure, a fourth with engineering excellence. In 
reality, all the underlying products are much the 
same, even though they emphasise different traits in 
their branding.

Mr Jha believes the same logic applies in his own 
sector too, with little to distinguish between the 
likes of IBM, Accenture, Infosys or Tata Consulting 

Services. Nonetheless, Mr Jha spends considerable 
effort nurturing his firm’s brand to ensure that 
customers choose his brand rather than that of his 
rivals.

At the core of his brand-building is what he calls 
“the corporate soul”. Back in 1981 when the seven 
founders of Infosys sat down to sketch out what sort 
of company they wanted to build, they were torn 
between chasing revenues in order to become the 
biggest IT business in India or chasing profits to 
become its most profitable player. In the end, they 
chose neither, deciding instead to chase respect. 
“Their aim was to be the most respected company in 
the world,” says Mr Jha.

That aspiration translated into two things. First, 
the company built a framework of values that was 
non-negotiable and had to underpin everything they 
did. Second, the company had to set new standards 
constantly in everything it did and never be satisfied.

The services that Infosys provides are largely the 
same as those of its main competitors. And the way 
that Infosys delivers those services is also broadly 
similar. (The Indian IT companies did pioneer the 
global delivery model, using cheap Indian labour 
to support front-end consultants in Europe and the 
US, but this was quickly copied by Western firms.) 
As such, Mr Jha tries to differentiate Infosys by 
baring its corporate soul—by trying to be the most 
respected company in the world through unflinching 
values and constantly striving to set new standards.

On a day-to-day basis, the company pursues 
numerous short-term marketing campaigns based 
around current challenges and ideas. Its latest 
efforts centre on the idea of “winning in the flat 
world”. But while these campaigns and slogans come 
and go, the corporate soul—the brand essence—
never changes.

“Thirty years ago we were doing completely 
different things to today. In another 30 years we’ll be 
different again, probably designing positronic brains 
for space robots,” says Mr Jha. “But the corporate 
soul is always there, unchanging, in the background.”
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8. Conclusion

Companies in emerging Asia have experienced staggering growth in the past two decades without 
needing to build brands. But this situation is now changing swiftly. Brands are becoming must-have 

assets.
In some cases, past growth came from being in the right place at the right time. Phone companies, 

for example, benefitted from new technology that radically reduced the cost of services and made them 
affordable to billions of new consumers. Double-digit growth then followed as companies rushed into 
unserved markets. Once markets are established, however, growth becomes much harder, and in the 
future companies will need brands to keep expanding.

In other cases, growth came from being faceless outsourcers serving customers in other parts of the 
world. Today, this business model is coming under pressure as rising costs keep squeezing margins ever 
thinner. Once again, though, brands offer a route out of this “OEM trap” by letting producers capture 
more of the value in final products and services.

Just as important, competition—especially in Asia—is growing ever tougher. Facing difficult conditions 
at home, Western multinationals are pouring their resources into the region. For local Asian businesses 
still growing in their domestic markets, brands will be key to surviving in the coming era of hyper-
competition. At the same time, many firms in emerging Asia have reached a size where they now have 
global ambitions. They are pushing into new markets, making acquisitions and investing in places where 
they are unknown and sometimes feared. For Asian firms pushing out onto the world stage, having a 
strong brand helps overcome this mistrust and win the hearts of new customers, new partners and new 
governments. 

Building brands, however, is not easy. Many firms in Asia still think it amounts to little more than 
choosing a logo and buying some advertising. Nothing could be further from the truth. True brands 
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influence everything a business does, from product and service design to customer service to corporate 
culture to the type of relationship between a firm and its customers.

 In building brands, there is no one-size-fits-all strategy for Asia’s emerging multinationals. Some are 
building them in their home markets and then using that as a platform to take the brand abroad. Others 
are looking to buy existing brands in foreign markets—a fast-track strategy, but one that demands huge 
experience and skill on the part of the acquirer.

But while each aspiring brand in emerging Asia will have to find its own way, role models from 
developed markets in the region offer important lessons. Over the past 50 years, the Japanese and 
Koreans have successfully embraced branding, and companies such as Toyota and Samsung now lead their 
sectors. It is surely only a matter of time before a new generation of brand-leaders from China, India, 
Indonesia and other countries are challenging them.
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