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Executive Summary 

Title: Brand name translation: How translation distort’s Oriflame’s Chinese brand name 

communication 

Authors: Arcangeli, Fabio & Edlund, Anna 

Tutor: Nazeem Seyed-Mohamed  

Level: Bachelor, 15hp 

Aim: This pre-study explores how the process of translating from English to Chinese may distort 

intended brand name messages, using Oriflame as a case study. It measures the associations evoked 

by the Chinese version of the brand name and the characters it consists of. Furthermore it 

investigates how well these meanings and associations comply with those intended, and which 

possible added meanings are perceived. The study also measures if the phonosemantic perception of 

the brand name complies with Oriflame’s intentions. The findings also highlight which factors may be 

of concern considering Oriflame’s choice of translation. 

Method: Data was collected using both qualitative and quantitative methods. First an interview with 

the case study company was conducted to provide information about Oriflame’s brand name 

messages and intentions. Focus groups were then used to compare these with how the brand name 

was actually perceived and provide a more in-depth understanding of why the associations occurred. 

The findings from the focus groups and Oriflame ś intended messages were later measured 

quantitatively in a survey to show which of them received the most support. 

Findings: Oriflame’s intended messages had a hard time reaching the studied sample and the 

company should therefore not rely too heavily on conveying their messages solely through the brand 

name. The findings show that the brand name had a tendency to be perceived as phonetic rather 

than phonosemantic and that the character combination was perceived to make no clear sense. The 

study identified these as two main reasons to why Oriflame’s intended brand name messages did not 

get through. Also, added associations did occur that suggest that the name gave associations to the 

industry Oriflame operates in and parts of its target audience. A possible origin of these added 

associations is the use of single characters common in other brand names in the same industry. An 

association not deriving directly from the meanings of the single characters in the brand name was 

also found, but its origin is unclear.  
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Sammanfattning 

Titel: Brand name translation: How translation distort’s Oriflame’s Chinese brand name 

communication 

Författare: Arcangeli, Fabio & Edlund, Anna 

Handledare: Nazeem Seyed-Mohamed  

Nivå: Kandidat, 15hp 

Syfte: Denna förstudie utforskar, med Oriflame som fallstudie, hur varumärkesnamnens avsedda 

budskap kan bli förvrängda genom översättningsprocessen från engelska till kinesiska. Studien mäter 

de associationer som förorsakas av den kinesiska versionen av varumärkesnamnet och de tecken den 

består av. Vidare undersöks hur väl dessa associationer och betydelser överensstämmer med de 

avsedda, samt vilka ytterligare betydelser som uppfattas. Studien mäter om varumärkesnamnets 

fonosemantism uppfattas på det sätt Oriflame hade för avsikt. Upptäckterna belyser även vilka 

faktorer som kan vara av vikt vad gäller Oriflames val av översättning.  

 Metod: Data inhämtades genom både kvalitativa och kvantitativa metoder. Först genomfördes en 

intervju med företaget för fallstudien för att tillhandahålla information om Oriflames 

varumärkesnamns budskap och avsikter. Därefter jämfördes dessa genom fokusgruppintervjuer med 

hur dessa deltagare uppfattade varumärkesnamnet, vilket även gav en djupare förståelse för varför 

dessa associationer förekom. Upptäckterna från fokusgrupperna och Oriflames avsedda budskap 

mättes sedan kvantitativt i en enkätundersökning för att avgöra vilka av dessa som hade störst 

belägg. 

Resultat: Oriflames påtänkta budskap hade svårt att nå fram till studiens undersökta urval och 

företaget borde därför inte förlita sig alltför mycket på att förmedla dessa budskap enbart via 

varumärkesnamnet. Resultaten visar på tendenser att varumärkesnamnet uppfattades som fonetiskt 

snarare än fonosemantiskt och att kombinationen av tecknen inte ansågs vara begriplig. Studien 

identifierade dessa två resultat som den främsta anledningen till att Oriflames avsedda budskap inte 

nådde fram. Utöver detta tillkom ytterligare associationer som antyder att namnet gav associationer 

till den bransch Oriflame är verksam i och delar av dess målgrupp. Ett möjligt ursprung för dessa 

tillkomna associationer är användningen av enskilda tecken som är vanliga i andra varumärkesnamn 

inom samma bransch. En association som inte härstammade direkt från de enskilda tecknens 

betydelser hittades också, men dess ursprung är oklart.  
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1.0.0 Introduction 

China has in recent years had an increasing openness to and integration with the world economy. As 

a big emerging market the country attracts multinational companies as both the size and rapid 

growth of the consumer market provides opportunities for the companies to grow and expand 

substantially. It is mostly the South and East areas of China that drive this economic development as 

the living standards in these areas are steadily approaching the levels of many western countries (Cui 

and Liu, 2000). In the urban areas the increase of income has allowed for the consumer market’s 

substantial expansion, making it a major market for a wide range of goods; including more 

sophisticated goods such as imported cosmetics (Dow Jones Factiva, 2010). Furthermore, the 

importance of the Chinese market cannot be neglected as foreign direct investments (FDI) have been 

pouring in, making China the largest recipient of FDI amongst developing countries since the mid-

1990’s (United Nations Conference on Trade and Development, 2007).  

This promising growth has caused many global companies to establish themselves in China. However, 

when foreign companies enter a market with different language and culture some issues are bound 

to arise. The problem for global companies that do not adapt their marketing according to each 

country is that they might end up communicating different messages across the various countries 

because of linguistic and cultural barriers. But even in the case where adaptation is made the 

messages that the companies try to convey may not correspond to their intentions and this can 

possibly result in unwanted implications.  

For the Chinese market it may be of importance to translate the brand name. For example the Coca 

Cola brand name contained the word “wax” when first entering the Chinese market in 1928. As they 

chose not to translate their brand name it was translated by local shopkeepers instead. The 

translations followed the English pronunciation but one character often used gave the unflattering 

connotation of wax (Alon, Littrell and Chan, 2009). Subsequently Coca Cola took control of its 

Chinese brand name, and actively chose to translate it using characters that both added positive 

meanings and matched the pronunciation of the English brand name (Zhang and Schmitt, 2001).  

Once a brand name is translated it may still be hard to know exactly which messages are being 

perceived by the Chinese customers due to fundamental differences between English and Chinese. 

The big differences between written Chinese and English allows for additional product benefits to be 

added to the Chinese brand names (Lee and Ang, 2003). But the issue is still whether international 

companies fully understand all the extra meanings that may have been added to their brand names 
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unintentionally, and how the intended messages might have become distorted or lost during the 

translation process. 

 

1.1.0 Purpose 

The purpose of this pre-study is to explore how the process of translating from English to Chinese 

might distort the intended messages of Oriflame’s Chinese brand name. It will measure the 

associations evoked by the Chinese version of the brand name and the characters it consists of. 

Furthermore, it investigates how well these meanings and associations comply with those intended 

and which possible added meanings are perceived. The study also measures if the phonosemantic 

perception of the brand name complies with Oriflame’s intentions. The findings will highlight which 

factors may be of concern considering Oriflame’s choice of translation. 

 

1.1.1 Research question: 

“Which parts of Oriflame’s brand name messages are intact or distorted when 

the brand name is translated to Chinese?” 

 

1.2.0 Limitations 

Chinese consists of many different dialects that all use the same characters but pronunciation may 

vary greatly (Schmitt, Pan and Tavassoli, 1994). In order to avoid unwanted biases resulting from 

local dialects and their differences in character usage and meanings, the study focuses on Mandarin 

which is the official dialect and also the largest and most widespread (Alon et al., 2009; Schmitt et al., 

1994). 

Furthermore, due to time and economic limitations the study will focus only on the written 

characters used in the Chinese brand name and will not focus on the meanings and associations 

provoked from solely hearing the name. This is because one single spoken sound can have many 

different meanings – separated only by context and sometimes the tone that is used (Alon et al., 

2009). Written characters on the other hand address only a few predetermined meanings (Waiyu 

jiaoxue yu yanjiu chubanshe cishu bu, 2001). Also the study will not investigate the process of how 
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the translation was done; instead it will focus on how the already translated brand name is 

perceived. Lastly, it will not consider possible differences occurring due to design and colour of 

Oriflame’s logotype. 

 

1.3.0 Definitions 

Brand name refers only to the actual name of the brand and none of the other parts that a brand 

name also consists of; such as logotype, font and colours. Only the actual letters or characters, their 

meanings and pronunciations, are intended. 

Brand name message refers to the messages and associations sent only through the brand name and 

not through other supportive activities. 

Translation noise refers to how the translation of a brand name influences the intended brand name 

messages.  

 

2.0.0 Literature review 

The literature review will first present what a brand is and what brand gaps are and how they occur. 

Secondly, issues of translating brand names into Chinese as well as the characteristics of Chinese 

brand names are presented. 

 

2.1.0 Brands 

There are various definitions of what a brand really is, mostly depending on the perspective in which 

it is seen. The American Marketing Association defines it as “a name, term, design, symbol, or any 

other feature that identifies one seller's good or service as distinct from those of other sellers” 

(American Marketing Association, 2010). But the function of a brand is not only to differentiate it 

from competitors, it also reveals more abstract qualities of a product that cannot be seen or heard 

(Kapferer, 1997:28). 

Brands have a wide range of use, having impact on customers, products and financial markets. For 

customers, brands can simplify choice, promise a particular quality level, reduce risk, and engender 

trust (Keller and Lehmann, 2006). The naming of the brand is a crucial part in the marketing process 
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(Kotler, 2005:560). The brand name often reveals the brand’s intentions, either in objective or 

subjective ways (Kapferer, 1997:112-113) and is often present in most situations a company is 

involved in, along with a logotype; be it a product, ad, website, or sponsored event.  A brand name 

should be easy to say, spell, read, understand, recognize and remember (Robertson, 1989). 

Furthermore, brand names may also convey a product's benefits and the name should be capable of 

registration and legal protection. Lastly, the brand name should be easy to translate in a way that 

makes the name meaningful (Kotler, 2005:560). 

 

2.2.0 Brand gaps 

A brand gap is the difference between the brand’s identity and its brand image (Kapferer, 1997:94-

95). The brand identity represents what the company wants the brand to stand for and is the set of 

associations the company seeks to create or maintain with the consumers (Aaker and 

Joachimsthaler, 2000:40). Brand identity is constituted of more than just the brand name, it also uses 

brand signals from e.g. products, services, visual symbols and advertisement (Kapferer, 1997:94).  

Brand image on the other hand is the beliefs that the consumers actually hold of a particular brand 

(Kotler, 2005:282). Brand image can be described as all the meanings perceived from these brand 

signals by the public. Therefore it is of importance to know what to send and how to send it 

(Kapferer, 1997:94).  

However, there may be a noise present between the company’s brand identity communication and 

the receiver’s brand image perception. These noises come from extraneous factors and carry 

meanings about the brand that reaches the consumers and influences their interpretation of the 

brand image – further widening the brand gap (Kapferer, 1997:94).  

 

2.3.0 Taking international brands to China 

When entering new markets international companies are faced with the decision of whether to keep 

the original brand name or translate it into the local language. The situation for the Chinese market 

will be introduced below. 
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2.3.1 Advantages of keeping a western name  

To keep the original western name could help create a foreign feeling to a brand or a company (Alon 

et al., 2009). This is highly desired in China who like other big emerging markets value foreign 

products from more developed countries highly as they bring a sense of modernity and status to 

their owners. To keep the original brand name intact may also help the brand to gain added value 

from its country of origin, as the brand origin recognition is strongly influenced by the language of 

the brand name (Guijun, Xuehua, Lianxi, and Nan, 2008). This may contribute with an added value and 

sense of quality to the products, and can be a way of standing out in the product market (Hong and 

Wyer, 1989; Niss, 1996; Josiassen, Lukas and Whitwell, 2008). However, it can be hard to achieve 

country-of-origin benefits for some countries. One example of this is Sweden since it is rather 

unknown by the Chinese public (Svenska Institutet, 2009). 

 

2.3.2 Disadvantages of keeping a western name 

To keep a western brand name may also involve risks. Difficulties may occur in differentiating 

foreign-sounding brand names as they are perceived to sound very similar by the Chinese consumers 

(Chan and Huang, 2001). Alon et al. (2009) also points out that brand names not translated run a 

great risk of being randomly translated by the Chinese who come in contact with them as they want 

to write them in Chinese characters. Thus shop keepers, suppliers, customers, and even competitors 

might all come up with their own way of naming a brand. Most of these Chinese brand name 

versions will not make any sense, and some of them might even carry negative connotations. For 

example, the accounting firm Price Waterhouse was reported to have been translated as “expensive 

water closet”, giving the brand negative associations (Kotler, 2005:560). In order to control this 

random brand naming it is therefore in the interest of the company to think twice before deciding 

whether or not to translate, and companies who enter the Chinese market with a carelessly chosen 

brand name may experience negative impact on company reputation and credibility (Chow, Tang and 

Fu, 2007; Francis, Jan and Walls, 2002). 

 

2.4.0 Translating for the Chinese market 

When translating a brand name for the Chinese market, there are at least two aspects that greatly 

influence the translation possibilities. The first aspect is the language and the different linguistic rules 
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which both expand and restrain the brand name possibilities. The second is the brand naming nature 

in China which follows certain rules and traditions. 

 

2.4.1 Linguistic features 

Chinese is a tone language, this means that each spoken sound may carry an array of different 

meanings which are decided only by the context and the tone used when heard (Alon et al., 2009). 

For example, the word gong pronounced in a high tone can mean many things including attack, bow, 

meritorious service, palace, public, supply and respectful (Schmitt et al., 1994). Though all of the 

above mentioned meanings are pronounced similarly, they are separated in text as they are written 

with different characters.  

The Chinese and English writing systems differ significantly. English uses an alphabet, which is a 

phonetic way of writing (Alon et al., 2009) consisting of a total set of 26 letters. Chinese on the other 

hand is of ideographic origin (Schmitt et al., 1994) with more than 50,000 characters of which 7,000 

are in general use (Alon et al., 2009). Each character also represents both meaning and pronunciation 

in itself (Chan and Huang, 1997), and the combination of two or more characters help form new 

words and meanings (Schmitt et al., 1994). 

 

2.4.2 Translating into Chinese 

When translating a brand name into Chinese, or creating a new, a combination of two or more 

characters is typically used (Alon et al., 2009). As these characters all carry an array of meanings Lee 

and Ang (2003) argue that when translating a brand name into Chinese there is a golden opportunity 

to add some extra meanings and benefits. This was supported by the studies of Francis et al. (2002) 

and Alon et al. (2009) who both found the Chinese brand names to convey more benefits than their 

English originals. Examples of desired benefits may be product attributes, Country-of-origin, beliefs 

and customs (Fan, cited in Alon et al., 2009). But as the retrieval of the full brand name comes from 

the semantic associations between the characters chosen knowing exactly which associations the 

brand image will receive may be hard (Tavassoli, 1999). 
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2.4.3 Three ways of translation 

The differences between ideographic and alphabetic message comprehension complicates for 

international companies (Schmitt et al., 1994). In theory there are three clear ways of translating; 

strictly semantic, strictly phonetic and phonosemantic (Chow et al., 2007). The Chinese characters in 

a semantic translation only represent meanings and as thus do not follow the pronunciation of the 

original English brand name. In a phonetic translation they strictly imitate the pronunciation of the 

English brand name and as thus carry no actual meaning (Chow et al., 2007). However, since Chinese 

characters already carry an array of inherent meanings (Francis et al., 2002) a purely phonetic name 

is composed by putting characters together in such a way that their combined meanings make no 

sense (Francis et al., 2002; Zhang and Schmitt, 2001). Yet to translate the brand name from English 

into Chinese rarely results in the exact same pronunciation being attained. Linguistic rules such as 

allowance of consonant clustering and pronunciation abilities may complicate the translation (Chan 

and Huang, 1997). There is also the alternative of translating in a phonosemantic way which 

compromises between the meanings and pronunciation of characters so that both are represented 

to different degrees in the brand name (Zhang and Schmitt, 2001).  

 

2.5.0 Chinese brand names 

Brand names in China show some distinct features. One is that the specific industry influences which 

connoted benefits are emphasized. Many brands that sell similar products thus have similar names 

and attributes, which mean that there is a great lack of differentiation between brands, and 

consumers might sometimes get confused as to what the differences between them are. In the 

cosmetics industry, which is one of the fastest developing industries in China, the brand names are 

typically feminine or related to beauty, fragrance, love or romance. They also have a tendency of 

sounding foreign by using foreign sounding names of girls, as it is also widely believed that the best 

cosmetics are the imported ones. Unlike the domestic Chinese names, these foreign sounding brand 

names usually carry no meanings and are hard to separate for the Chinese consumers as they are 

perceived to sound similar to each other (Chan and Huang, 2001). 

 

2.6.0 Translation noise 

As the brand image is constituted of all the associations the public holds of a brand (Aaker, 

1991:109), and all Chinese characters have inherent meanings (Francis et al., 2002) it might be hard 
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to know exactly how the brand image is perceived by the Chinese consumers as added associations 

and meanings inevitably form when a brand name is translated from English into Chinese (Alon et al., 

2009). A possible noise affecting the gap between brand identity and brand image for the Chinese 

market could be the extraneous factor of the translation. This assumption results in the model shown 

below (figure 1). 

 

Figure 1. Translation noise distorts the brand name message before it reaches the local consumers, 

which affects the brand image and thus widens the gap between brand identity and brand image. 

The model was constructed using Kapferer’s ‘Identity and Image’ model (Kapferer, 1997:95). 

 

3.0.0 Case study introduction 

The case study is introduced here, before the upcoming method section, to facilitate reading of the 

method section as well as the understanding of the operationalisation. 

 

Oriflame Cosmetics (Oriflame) is a direct selling Swedish beauty company that is present in 62 

countries (Oriflame Cosmetics, 2010). They sell cosmetics, perfume, accessories, jewellery, and home 

decorations. Oriflame mainly sell to women, but some products are for men and children (Oriflame 

Cosmetics (China) Co. Ltd, 2010b). The company entered the Chinese market in 2006 (Oriflame 

Cosmetics (China) Co. Ltd, 2010a) and as part of their global message, Oriflame actively tries to 

communicate its Swedish heritage to most of its foreign markets. In China this is done through both 

the Chinese brand name as well as through other types of communication such as the slogan, 

company presentations and informing the sales force about the Swedish heritage (Oriflame 

interview, 2010). 



14 

 

Oriflame employs consultants who sell the products to friends and family among others, therefore 

the final consumers are widespread. In China these consultants are mainly middle-aged women (35-

40 years old) with lower education in cities with less than 10 million inhabitants (Oriflame interview, 

2010). 

 

3.1.0 Chinese brand name presentation and intended meanings 

The Oriflame brand name was translated in a phonosemantic way; 欧瑞莲 (Ou Rui Lian). Each single 

character of the brand name is supposed to convey meanings and associations, and the first two 

characters also imitate the pronunciation of the English brand name. The characters Ou and Rui 

inform consumers of Oriflame’s European and Swedish origin, which the company believes to be a 

desired benefit in the Chinese market. The third character Lian mainly means lotus. It was selected to 

enhance Oriflame’s closeness to nature and does not follow the pronunciation. The entire brand 

name is supposed to give the consumer the associations of Sweden and the pure and beautiful 

nature which they believe Sweden is known for in China (Oriflame interview, 2010).  

In China the brand name is introduced together with the English version of the brand name in its 

Chinese logotype (figure 2). The characters have the same placement in the Chinese logotype as the 

slogan “natural swedish cosmetics” has in the commonly used logotype (figure 3). 

                               

 

 

 

 

            Figure 2. Oriflame’s logotype     Figure 3. Oriflame’s logotype  

            as shown on its Chinese homepage     shown together with its slogan  
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3.2.0 Character presentation and intended meanings 

A more detailed introduction of the three characters chosen for the Chinese version of the brand 

name is introduced below. It includes what each character mean according to dictionary, as well as 

what Oriflame believes the characters to convey and what their desired benefits are. 

欧 Ou  

According to the dictionary this character can refer to Europe and Ohm’s Law. It is also seen in word 

combinations meaning amongst other: Europe, Eurasia, Westernize, Europeanize, Euro, startling and 

redbreast bird (Waiyu jiaoxue yu yanjiu chubanshe cishu bu, 2001).  

 

Oriflame has chosen this character to convey its European origin as they state it to be a beneficial 

added feature in the Chinese market (Oriflame interview, 2010).  

 

瑞 Rui  

The dictionary states the meanings of this character to primarily be auspicious and lucky, but in 

character combinations it also carries the meanings of Sweden, Switzerland, winter daphne, timely 

snow and the expression of “a timely snow promises a good harvest”, “a snow year, a rich year” 

(Waiyu jiaoxue yu yanjiu chubanshe cishu bu, 2001). 

This character was intended to add the meaning of Sweden to the brand, as the Swedish origin is 

Oriflame’s unique selling proposition. The company hopes that the associations of Sweden as 

progressive, ethical and having a pure nature will also be features associated to the brand name 

when its Swedish origin is emphasized (Oriflame interview, 2010). 

 

莲 Lian  

The dictionary states lotus to be the main meaning of Lian. The character is used to form words such 

as lotus flower, lotus root, lotus plant, lotus seed, but also other type of words such as shower 

nozzle, and a Buddha’s seat in the shape of a lotus flower (Waiyu jiaoxue yu yanjiu chubanshe cishu 

bu, 2001).  
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Oriflame intended for the character to convey the meaning of lotus as a reflection of Oriflame’s 

closeness to nature (Oriflame interview, 2010).  

 

4.0.0 Method 

To answer the research question, data was collected using both qualitative and quantitative 

methods. First an interview with the case study company was conducted to provide information 

about Oriflame’s brand name messages and intentions. Focus groups were then used to compare 

these with how the brand name was actually perceived and provide a more in-depth understanding 

of why the associations occurred. The findings from the focus groups and Oriflame ś intended 

messages were later measured quantitatively in a survey to show which of them received the most 

support. 

 

4.1.0 Choice of case company 

This pre-study aims at locating different translation noises that might cause problems when 

translating a brand name from English into Chinese. Oriflame was judged a suitable subject as they 

are a global company with an explicitly global message that has been adapted to the Chinese market. 

They have translated their brand name for the Chinese market and the name is intended to 

communicate the adapted message. The company’s Chinese brand name is translated 

phonosemantically. This might constitute an additional translation noise as the name is a 

compromise between meaning and pronunciation which could cause the brand name to be 

misinterpreted as purely phonetic or semantic. Oriflame is a rather unknown company in China and 

among the research objects of this study. Since the brand image is constituted of all the associations 

the public holds of a brand, using an unknown company meant that no previous associations existed. 

This enabled for the brand name messages to better be studied isolated from other influencing 

associations. 

The translation comparison between the original brand name and the translated brand name is 

facilitated by Oriflame’s choice of logotype, as it includes both the English and Chinese brand name 

versions. Since this is the way in which the Chinese brand name is introduced on the Chinese market 

it is also the way in which the brand name was introduced to both the focus groups and survey 
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respondents. This allowed getting as close to realistic reactions as possible, particularly concerning 

the perceptions of the brand name’s phonosemantic translation. 

 

4.2.0 Choice of research sample 

The ideal population is the preferred objects to be measured in a study (Dahmström, 2000:50). For 

this research the ideal population would have been a varied sample of people raised in China with 

Mandarin as their first language and without any previous knowledge of Oriflame. This was not 

possible due to limitations in time, economics, and geographical distance. The main sample frame in 

this study consisted of students at Uppsala University raised in China with Mandarin as their first 

language and without any previous knowledge of Oriflame. This meant that the sample was less 

varied mainly concerning geographical spread, education level, age and experience abroad.  Yet, 

using only respondents raised in China meant that the research objects’ Chinese language skills 

should correspond to the ideal population.  

Not all of Oriflame’s intended messages could be examined to the preferred extent or be generalized 

to the ideal population. The three biggest reasons for this were as follows: Firstly, part of the sample 

is biased by the stay in Sweden and cannot reflect what the ideal population associates with Sweden 

or Europe. Even so, it is of interest to examine if the sample perceives any connection at all to 

Sweden or Europe through the brand name as the ideal population is expected to do so to a lesser 

extent. Thus if associations of Sweden and Europe are absent in this study they are likewise expected 

to be absent amongst the ideal population. Secondly, the English language skills should be 

significantly higher than the ideal population and may affect the phonosemantic perception of the 

brand name. As such the study cannot tell to what extent the ideal population perceives the Chinese 

brand name to cope with the English pronunciation. Thirdly, the short age span of 19-36 years within 

the sample further limits generalization. 

 

4.3.0 Operationalisation 

From the research question and the aim of this study, it is clear that perceived brand image will be 

measured from a strictly linguistic view, focusing only on the written characters of the Chinese brand 

name. Most relevant is how the translation disrupts how well the brand image complies with the 

intended brand identity, and if new attributes have been added to the brand image without 
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Oriflame’s intentions. The variables focus on signals and associations produced by the full brand 

name as well as by each single character that the name consists of. These exact measures are 

introduced below, along with the methods that were used. 

 

Full brand name: 

 Measure awareness and understanding of Oriflame ś intended Chinese brand name 

messages.  

 Measure signals and associations produced by the full brand name and measure possibly 

added extra meanings in the Chinese name. 

 Measure if the combination of characters in the Chinese brand name is perceived to be 

phonosemantic, phonetic or semantic.  

Each single character: 

 Measure if each single character contributes with meanings and associations, and which 

these associations and meanings are. 

 Measure to what extent each single character is perceived to contribute with meanings to 

the full brand name, as well as to what extent they are perceived to only contribute to the 

pronunciation. 

The variables shown below were measured both qualitatively (through the use of focus groups) and 

quantitatively (through the use of a survey). The focus groups also provided possible explanations of 

the findings. 

Focus group measures: 

1. Are Oriflame’s intended messages perceived?  

2. Are Oriflame ś intended messages understood? 

3. What added associations occurred? 

Survey measures: 

1. To what degree each character matched the pronunciation of the English brand name. 
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2. To what degree each character was chosen to convey meanings to the full brand name. 

3. Associations provoked by the entire brand name. 

4. Associations provoked by each character. 

 

4.4.0 Oriflame interview 

The interview1 aimed to receive pure facts about the messages Oriflame tries to convey through its 

brand name in China. The Business Support Manager at Oriflame’s office in Shanghai answered the 

interview questions. The respondent works close to the Chinese market with projects mainly 

concerning sales and marketing (Oriflame interview, 2010), she speaks both Chinese, English and 

Swedish, and thus was able to fully understand matters considering the Chinese brand name 

translation. The interview was conducted using e-mail, a convenient method concerning the time and 

geographical distance between Sweden and China and it also allowed for the respondent to reflect 

upon the answers (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2009:350-351). A potential weakness of the 

interview is that there was only one respondent available, but it was judged to be of minor 

importance since the questions only regarded company facts. However, there is a possibility that the 

answers could still be subject to personal opinions or misconceptions that differ from Oriflame’s 

intentions. 

 

4.5.0 Focus groups  

The aim of the focus groups was to discover if the participants were able to perceive and understand 

Oriflame’s intended messages, as well as what other associations the Chinese brand name and 

characters produced. The focus groups also gave possible explanations for these findings.  

 

The focus group participants2 available during the time period of the study consisted of Chinese 

students, 21-30 years old, studying at master or PhD level in various fields at Uppsala University.  

Both genders were represented as Oriflame sells products to both women and men. The respondents 

had been staying in Sweden between six months to four years, which means that generated 

                                                           
1
 For further details, see appendix 1 

2
 For further details, see appendix 3 
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associations concerning Sweden or Europe might be different from the ideal population. All 

participants spoke Chinese as their mother tongue and were born and raised in China. Two 

participants however, did not speak Mandarin as their main dialect. This was regarded as a minor 

issue because significantly different opinions would become evident as they would lack the support 

from the rest of the participants and the survey. Their answers were in that case judged not to have 

enough support to be presented in the results. None of the participants, except one female, had any 

previous knowledge of Oriflame. The group she participated in has been given extra concern in the 

results and were paid attention to when the analysis of the study was conducted.  

Three focus groups were used to enable sufficient amount of answers to be analysed in accordance 

with Esaiasson, Gilljam, Oscarsson, and Wängnerud (2003:347). Two groups consisted of 5-6 participants, 

a size enabling for an active discussion without major risks that some participants would remain 

silent, or that subgroups would be formed. One of the groups had seven participants due to 

rescheduling issues. Since literature considers the number of participants to be only a rule of thumb 

the additional participant in that group was regarded to have little impact on the results, given the 

small variance of number of participants amongst the groups. The focus groups were conducted as 

semi-structured interviews, based on a few predetermined questions3. They were carried out in 

English and tape recorded. Notes were taken to help distinguish what was said by each participant 

(Wibeck, 2000:79). The participants were allowed to freely discuss their feelings and thoughts about 

Oriflame’s Chinese brand name and the subject of Chinese brand names in general. The questions 

asked mainly concerned how the participants came to their conclusions and on a few occasions the 

predetermined questions were asked. This allowed the interviewer to keep the conversation going 

and to cover the areas of interest for the study (Wibeck, 2000:46). The same predetermined 

questions, setting and interview leader was used in all focus groups to maintain reliability (Esaiasson 

et al., 2003:348). Participants were not given information about Oriflame, allowing meanings and 

associations to solely derive from the brand name. 

 

4.6.0 Survey  

The survey was based on the information from the focus group findings and the Oriflame interview. 

The aim was to measure, in a quantitative way, the strengths of the associations and meanings of the 

full brand name and the single characters that had been previously mentioned by the focus groups 

                                                           
3
 For further details, see appendix 2 
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and in the interview. This was done to examine which statements were supported and to what 

extent.  

The sample frame available within the time- and financial restrictions was deemed to be too small to 

enable statistically measurable results. Therefore a snowball sample method, with students at 

Uppsala University raised in China and with Mandarin as their first language, was used as a starting-

point for the survey (Dahmström, 2000:196). Through their acquaintances the sample later grew 

beyond the assortment of students at Uppsala University. The time limit for answering the survey 

was set to six days. To reach as many respondents as possible during this short amount of time and 

given the large geographic distance, an internet survey using the software Survey Monkey 

(www.surveymonkey.com) was conducted. Respondents were contacted through the use of e-mail 

lists and the internet community Facebook (www.facebook.com). To minimize the risk of not 

reaching possible survey respondents within the time limit (Dahmström, 2000:196), the Chinese 

equivalent to Facebook, Ren Ren Wang (人人网) (www.renren.com) was also utilized, as many of the 

initially asked respondents used it more frequently than Facebook.  

When using the Internet to conduct a survey, receiving a response rate of 11% or less is likely 

(Saunders et al., 2009:364). Therefore receiving enough answers to enable for the use of statistical 

measures was given high priority and all Chinese that could be reached within this limited time were 

asked to participate. Using communities meant that some people who were not part of this study’s 

main sample frame had access to the survey, but the background questions in the survey meant that 

they could be identified and excluded from the results. Another issue that occurred was the limited 

or absent control of how many came in contact with the survey link, which obscured the response 

rate. When the survey closed 174 answers had been submitted. Among these 174 respondents 75 

were used as they met the requirements; having Mandarin as their first language, being raised in 

China, having no previous knowledge of Oriflame and having filled out the survey answers fully and 

correctly. 

Before the survey was sent out, a series of pilot tests were conducted on a total of five Chinese 

students at Uppsala University; three master students in statistics, one master student in computer 

science and one participant from the focus groups. The tests were conducted with one participant at 

a time. The pilot survey mainly resulted in changes concerning which scale to use, the rephrasing of 

questions, and translations of English words seldom used by Chinese. These translations were done 

by native Chinese speakers as suggested by Saunders et al. (2009:383).  
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In the final survey version Oriflame’s Chinese logotype was first shown and then the respondents 

were to indicate on a 7-point Likert scale to what extent they agreed to a series of statements 

concerning Oriflame ś Chinese brand name (Saunders et al., 2009:378). The questions concerned the 

phonosemantic perception of the brand name, meanings and associations provoked by the single 

characters in this particular name as well as meanings and associations attained from the full brand 

name. There was also the possibility for the respondents to submit their own suggestions and 

comments to every question concerning additional associations that came to their minds. The pilot 

tests had shown that the terms semantic, phonetic and phonosemantic were hard to understand, 

even as an explanation was provided. Therefore the questions used to measure the phonosemantic 

perception concerned if the characters were perceived as intended to match the sound of Oriflame 

and if they were perceived as intended to give meanings to the brand name. The answers were 

interpreted as follows; 1-3 disagree, 4 neutral, 5-7 agree. A neutral choice was available for 

respondents who did not want to take a stand or were indifferent as respondents had to answer all 

questions in order for them to complete the survey. This also made analyzing the results easier as 

missing values were non-existent 

Since the respondents might have been influenced by their own or their friends’ stay in Sweden, the 

measuring of possible connotative benefits caused by the Swedish or European heritage was 

prevented. The short time limit and survey method chosen may have created a bias where the most 

socially active and computer skilled people are over-represented, but this was not considered to 

have any severe impact on the study. The order of the survey questions might have biased the 

answers since the questionnaire first asked about associations from each single character and then 

associations from the full brand name. Ideally a control group would have been used, but the limited 

number of respondents during the time restraints prevented this. 

 

5.0.0 Findings 

The most relevant findings from the focus group results are presented below, illustrated with quotes 

from the conversations. The survey results are illustrated in detailed tables and show the 

quantitative support for Oriflame’s intended brand name messages, the phonosemantic perception 

of the brand name, and the most strongly supported focus group findings. 
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5.1.0 Focus group results 

The focus groups explored which associations were provoked by the brand name and its characters 

and also explained more in-depth why they occurred. Below the findings for each character are first 

presented, followed by the phonosemantic perception and the findings of the full brand name. 

 

5.1.1 Associations from each character 

欧 Ou: Many associated Ou with Europe, but associations with the Western world in general also 

occurred, implying that the character did not necessarily have to mean Europe specifically. Some 

participants also got the feeling of imagination and mystery as this brand was perceived as foreign, 

something which awoke their curiosity and imagination.  

瑞 Rui: This character was mostly interpreted as meaning Sweden and a few pointed out that it could 

also be confused with Switzerland. However, one group thought that knowing the specific origin of 

the company was of minor importance as long as the company was perceived as Western or foreign. 

In another group one participant said that the character Rui had a positive meaning as it could be 

interpreted as lucky, the rest of that group also agreed to this and the meaning of happiness was also 

mentioned. To a few participants, Rui also connoted intelligence. There were also discussions that 

touched older cultural beliefs among the focus group findings, where Rui ś meaning of “auspicious 

snow” lead to the extended meaning of ‘good quality’. But Rui also felt outdated to some 

participants as they thought it to be frequently used in brand names. 

莲 Lian: Many associated Lian foremost with lotus, flower and beauty. These associations gave the 

brand an image of being strictly for women and not for men. Several persons pointed out that Lian 

used to be a common girl’s name in the past, mostly for a girl from the countryside, and that it 

nowadays felt old or outdated. The character was therefore thought by some to mainly attract 

middle-aged women and a younger target audience might require a newer and fresher choice of 

character. Many liked the character overall, but two participants thought that the associations of 

beauty made the brand name feel shallow and blunt, wanting the name to have a deeper meaning. 

The character was a main reason for the participants to perceive the brand to sell cosmetics, as many 

other cosmetic brands use the same character. Further, Lian also connoted that the brand could be 

selling other types of products, for example chocolate or clothes, as the character is seen in some 

brand names in these industries as well. Only one person associated Lian with “natural”, just as 

intended by Oriflame. 
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 Table 1. Summary of the most common focus group associations for each character 

 

5.1.2 Phonosemantic perception  

Most participants thought that the Chinese brand name was a translation from the English brand 

name. Some even perceived it to be intended as a strictly phonetic translation at first sight, as they 

complained about the poor quality of the translation because the last character did not fully match 

the English pronunciation. Two participants said that the first two characters tried to imitate the 

pronunciation, while the last one tried to explain some meaning. The mix of phonetic and semantic 

meanings of the brand name also lead to some confusion whether or not the same characters were 

meant to both match the pronunciation and convey meanings at the same time. 

“Yeah, ‘cause we know that those are the characters that suppose to have the same pronunciation 

with the English name. So, those characters are not supposed to have any meaning. That’s my 

understanding.”  Person 4 

In one group the participants came to the conclusion that they read the pronunciation of the name 

first, and the meaning afterwards, but it was unclear to what extent. Three participants thought the 

name to be a bad translation as it did not match the pronunciation or the meaning of the English 

brand name well enough. The character Lian was perceived to carry the message of the products 

being strictly for women, but the English equivalent of ‘flame’ confused some of the participants as 

they interpreted the message from the latter as selling products for men. The discussion settled at 

the brand name sending the message of being intended for women, as most participants agreed that 

they all read the Chinese brand name before the English name, and thus the Chinese brand name 

meaning was perceived to be of more importance. 

“There’s no connection between flame and the last Chinese character. Neither in meaning nor 

pronunciation.”  Person 16 

 

欧 Ou: 

瑞 Rui: 

莲 Lian: 

Europe, Western world 

Sweden, Switzerland, lucky, happiness, quality 

Beauty, lotus, flower, cosmetics, women’s products 
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5.1.3 Full brand name associations 

At first, according to half of the participants, the combination of the characters and the name as a 

whole didn’t make any sense, which also led to the perception of the brand being of foreign origin. 

Some participants claimed that the choice of characters meant that even without the English brand 

name present in the logotype they would still have guessed that it was foreign. A lot of confusion 

seemed to arise regarding to what message was actually being sent out, or if there was any message 

at all. Even if the majority could understand and point out the intended meanings of Europe, Sweden 

and lotus from the individual characters as planned by Oriflame, they did not draw the same 

conclusions from this information as Oriflame intended.   

“The first word makes me think about European, and second is Sweden, and the third is a kind of 

Flower. So European Sweden Flower… [The participant sounds confused and the group starts to 

laugh] Sweden is a flower of European, or Sweden is a start of European…?”  Person 12 

“At first I […] only know it’s some Chinese words, but if I look at maybe for 5-10 minutes I will think, 

oh maybe it’s from Europe, maybe it’s from Sweden, and maybe it’s for the women, some women’s 

products and something like that.”  Person 11 

One person, with support from most of the participants in the same focus group, explained that the 

meaning of the entire brand name depends on the context. The group further explained that to 

understand the meaning of the entire brand name the meanings of each character has to be 

interpreted, as well as how these meanings are related to each other.  

“I wouldn’t interpret the brand by reading characters one by one. I just read through the name.” 

Person 4 

 “Every character is easy [to understand], but together – no meaning.”  Person 3 

Even as the chosen character combination did not make any direct sense the participants were still 

able to get associations from the full brand name. Many of these associations comply with the 

associations provoked by each character individually. Some associations not deriving from the 

specific meanings of any single character also occurred from the full brand name. 10 of 18 

participants immediately made the association of Oriflame as a cosmetics brand when they first saw 

the brand, and most of the participants also agreed it was some sort of product for women. 

However, many also argued that it could be selling many other things, for example clothes, cars, 

beddings or chocolate. These associations sprang from individual characters which greatly affected 

the total impression of the brand name. The characters were all commonly used for these types of 
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products among other brands and thus provoked the immediate associations. Two participants also 

mentioned that the brand name carries the implied meaning of romance.  

 “We suppose it’s some kind of luxury product for women because Ou Rui Lian is a kind of romance, 

romantic style. And full of imagination.”  Person 9 

 

5.2.0 Survey results  

In this part the survey results will be introduced. The survey quantitatively measured the 

phonosemantic perception, the brand name messages intended by Oriflame as well as the messages 

and associations found by the focus groups. The respondents were able to agree or disagree with 

statements on a 7-point Likert scale. In the tables below the scales are merged; the values 1-3 are 

regarded as disagree, 5-7 as agree, and 4 is a neutral stance. The degree of each answer is indicated 

by the mean and the mode.4  

 

5.2.1 Associations from each character 

欧 Ou: The survey respondents most strongly agreed that the character Ou conveys the meaning of 

Europe in this particular brand name. Western countries in general were also associated with this 

character. But there were mixed opinions to whether the character conveyed any meaning at all or 

just simply matched the pronunciation of the English brand name (table 2). 

In this particular brand name (欧瑞莲), the character 欧 makes me think of   

Associations   Agree Disagree Neutral Mode Mean 

Australia   7% 73% 20% 2 2,63 

Europe   68% 17% 15% 7 5,20 

USA  11% 72% 17% 2 2,64 

Western countries 61% 19% 20% 6 4,88 

Quality  20% 49% 31% 4 3,36 

No meaning, only the 

pronunciation 

44% 31% 25% 4 4,24 

Table  2. Associations of Ou 

瑞 Rui: By the answers given, the character Rui was thought to have no meaning and to be read 

according to pronunciation foremost. The character gave no associations overall as shown by the low 

means and mode of 4. For most statements there were more respondents disagreeing than agreeing 

                                                           
4
 For further details, see appendix 4 
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to the associations, the only exception was the weak association of lucky. This meant that the 

character Rui was not specifically associated with Sweden (table 3).  

In this particular brand name (欧瑞莲), the character 瑞 makes me think of   

Associations   Agree Disagree Neutral Mode Mean 

Happiness   28% 32% 40% 4 3,88 

Intelligence 23% 31% 47% 4 3,76 

Lucky  39% 25% 36% 4 4,05 

Quality   20% 36% 44% 4 3,56 

Sweden  35% 35% 31% 4 3,93 

Switzerland 29% 32% 39% 4 3,85 

No meaning, only the 
pronunciation 

39% 23% 39% 4 4,20 

Table  3. Associations of Rui 

莲 Lian: The respondents thought that the character Lian was most strongly associated with lotus, 

beauty and flower. Lian was also thought to be associated with pureness, natural and nature with 

relatively few respondents disagreeing (table 4). Since the associations of natural and nature were 

highly correlated it meant the two could be regarded as expressing the same associations. Therefore 

a factoring analysis was made which enabled for the combination of nature and natural into one 

single variable; from now on called “Lian-natural”. 

In this particular brand name (欧瑞莲), the character 莲 makes me think of   

Associations   Agree Disagree Neutral Mode Mean 

Beauty   72% 7% 21% 6 5,15 

Connection 12% 52% 36% 4 3,09 

Countryside 23% 45% 32% 4 3,39 

Flower   65% 15% 20% 6 5,04 

Lotus  64% 13% 23% 7 5,20 

Natural   52% 17% 31% 4 4,69 

Nature  52% 16% 32% 4 4,61 

Pure   57% 17% 25% 4 4,75 

Quality  13% 44% 43% 4 3,37 

Rose   13% 53% 33% 4 3,09 

No meaning, only the 
pronunciation 

29% 24% 47% 4 3,96 

Table  4. Associations of Lian 

 

5.2.2 Phonosemantic perception 

Concerning the pronunciation, the two characters Ou and Rui were strongly thought to match the 

English name. Lian however was mostly perceived not to match the pronunciation as there were 

more respondents disagreeing than agreeing in this matter (table 5).  
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The characters 欧，瑞 and 莲 are chosen to match the sound of Oriflame   

Character   Agree Disagree Neutral Mode Mean 

Ou   88% 5% 7% 7 6,16 

Rui   83% 8% 9% 7 5,91 

Lian   40% 45% 15% 3 3,87 

Table  5. Phonetic accordance 

The thought of the characters being selected for the purpose of conveying any sort of meaning was 

however more modest. The results show that the characters were hardly perceived to convey any 

meaning; considering both the low mean and mode of 4 across all characters (table 6). 

The characters 欧，瑞 and 莲 are chosen to convey meaning to the Oriflame brand name 

Character   Agree Disagree Neutral Mode Mean 

Ou   45% 23% 32% 4 4,45 

Rui   39% 24% 37% 4 4,29 

Lian   37% 32% 31% 4 4,08 

Table  6. Semantic accordance 

 

5.2.3 Full brand name associations 

A selection of the strongest associations perceived from the character combination in the full brand 

name is presented below. The survey results found that the Chinese brand name was associated to 

women, make up and perfume to a considerable degree. It was also associated with cosmetics, 

clothes, romance, fashion, natural, nature and pure (table 7). Here too the associations of natural 

and nature were highly correlated and a factoring analysis was therefore made which enabled for the 

combination of nature and natural into one single variable; from now on called “Oriflame-natural”. 

To what extent does the brand name 欧瑞莲 make you think about these things   

Associations   Agree Disagree Neutral Mode Mean 

Women   89% 3% 8% 6 5,79 

Make up   81% 8% 11% 6 5,44 

Perfume   80% 5% 15% 5 5,12 

Fashion   65% 16% 19% 5 4,75 

Natural    65% 13% 21% 5 4,71 

Clothes   61% 24% 15% 5 4,55 

Cosmetics   61% 19% 20% 7 4,84 

Romance   60% 12% 28% 5 4,76 

Pure   59% 17% 24% 5 4,59 

Nature    57% 12% 31% 4 4,71 

Table  7. Selection of the strongest full brand name associations 
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Short sum-up of the findings and comparison with Oriflame’s intentions: 

 

 Associations and meanings of each  
single character 

     Phonosemantic perception 

 

欧 Ou 

 

Survey: Europe, Western, no meaning mostly for 

the pronunciation 

Focus groups: Europe, Western 

Oriflame intended: Europe 

 

 Survey: Follows the pronunciation very well, is the     

 character that is most strongly intended to convey   

 meanings. 

 Focus groups: Follows the pronunciation and conveys       

 meanings. 

 Oriflame intended: Follow the sound and have meaning 

 

瑞 Rui 

 

Survey: Hardly nothing, only a weak meaning  

of lucky 

Focus groups: Sweden, Switzerland ,lucky, 

happiness, quality  

Oriflame intended: Sweden 

 

 Survey: Follows the pronunciation well, scarcely intended  

 to convey meanings. 

 Focus groups: May carry many different meanings.  

 Follows the pronunciation. 

 Oriflame intended: Follow the sound and have meaning 

 

 

莲 Lian 

 

Survey: Lotus, flower, beauty, pure, nature 

Focus groups: Beauty, lotus, flower, cosmetics, 

women’s products 

Oriflame intended: Associations of Oriflame’s 

closeness to nature 

 

 Survey: Doesn’t follow the pronunciation, least perceived  

 as intended to convey meanings. 

 Focus groups: The meaning of the character is somewhat  

 confusing as it conveys completely different messages from  

 that of the English word. It doesn’t match the pronunciation  

 and as such makes the brand look like a poor translation. 

 Oriflame intended: Only meaning 

 
    Full brand name meanings and associations 

 

欧 瑞 莲 

Ou Rui Lian 

 

 Survey: The brand is associated with women, cosmetics, perfume, fashion and clothes.  

 It also carries the meaning of pure and nature, as well as romance. 

 Focus groups: The combination of these characters does not make any sense and the brand name may   

 seem meaningless at first sight. The brand is foreign, intended for women and most likely sells cosmetics. 

 Oriflame intended: Associations of its Swedish and European origin, as well as the pure and beautiful   

 nature of Sweden 

Figure 4. Short summary of the findings and comparison to Oriflame’s intentions 
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6.0.0 Analysis 

Here we will present the integrated results of the focus groups and survey, and how they relate to 

the Oriflame interview and the literature review to shape a comprehensive picture of the study.  

 

6.1.0 Associations from each character 

欧 Ou: It was confirmed by both the survey and focus groups that Ou first of all was associated with 

Europe, which is in accordance to Oriflame’s intentions. It is however not surprising since Europe is 

the most frequently used meaning of the character according to dictionary. The relatively strong 

associations to Western countries in the survey and focus groups would be in line with Oriflame’s 

intentions as it provides benefits for products in the Chinese market. 

瑞 Rui: The meaning of lucky was associated with Rui in both the focus groups and the survey, which 

also coincides with the most common meaning according to the dictionary. In the focus groups 

however, most interpreted Rui as meaning Sweden while the outcome of the survey showed that the 

character only carried a weak meaning of lucky and was mostly perceived as meaningless. The survey 

results of the associations given by the character Rui are not in line with Oriflame’s intentions, 

especially as the Swedish heritage is Oriflame’s unique selling proposition. Again, caution should be 

taken by this result since the sample is biased by the respondents’ stay in Sweden. However, 

according to Svenska institutet (2009) the Chinese public is not expected to have strong associations 

to Sweden as their knowledge of the country is limited. This means that the character may be equally 

associated with Switzerland by the Chinese public, which was pointed out by the focus group 

participants.  

莲 Lian: The character Lian mainly means lotus according to dictionary and this association was made 

by both the focus groups and in the survey. Additional associations occurred as both groups 

associated Lian with beauty, which according to the focus groups further led to the extended 

association with women ś products. In the survey Lian also gave slight associations with nature and 

pureness which is what Oriflame wants the character to convey to the consumer.  

 

6.2.0 Phonosemantic perception 

In terms of pronunciation Oriflame intended for the first two characters Ou and Rui to follow the 

pronunciation of the name and convey the meanings of Europe and Sweden, while the last character 
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Lian was supposed to mainly convey the meaning of Oriflame’s closeness to nature. According to the 

survey and focus group results Ou and Rui did correspond to the English brand name. They also 

believed that the character Lian did not match the pronunciation.  

The survey results show that the perception of each character being intended to convey meaning to 

the brand name is low, especially for the character Lian. Only a few participants of the focus groups 

were of a different opinion at first glance. This implies that the brand was not translated in a 

meaningful or understandable way to the consumers, as stated by many focus group participants. 

The name can in fact be regarded as having more traits in common with a phonetic translation than a 

phonosemantic; as the combination of characters is perceived to make no sense. This shows that 

most of the messages sent were hard to detect.  

 

6.3.0 Full brand name associations 

The focus groups show that even if the majority could understand and point out the intended 

meanings of Europe, Sweden and lotus from the individual characters as planned by Oriflame, they 

did not draw the same conclusions from this information as Oriflame intended. One focus group 

came to the conclusion that the meaning of the name depended on the context and how the 

characters are related to each other, which is supported by previous studies. The combination of the 

characters representing Europe, Sweden and lotus supposed to convey Oriflame’s intended 

messages may sound logical in English, but as shown did not make sense in Chinese where the 

writing system is different. 

The unsuccessful use of character combination might be because Oriflame did not take language 

differences into full consideration or fully understand the language differences when the brand name 

was translated. If Oriflame does not know how to translate the brand name to send their intended 

messages, or know what messages are being sent via their translated brand name, it will further 

widen the gap between brand identity and brand image. 

Although the survey and focus group respondents mostly did not draw the conclusions intended by 

Oriflame they still got associations from the brand name. Among the most common associations for 

the Chinese brand name stated by the focus groups and the survey were; women, cosmetics/make 

up, clothes, perfume and fashion, all of which correspond to what Oriflame sells and to whom, but 

none of them were stated as intentional brand name messages in the Oriflame interview. 

Associations of romance had also been added to Oriflame’s brand name, primarily according to the 
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survey results. These associations seemed to originate from the character combination that 

constitute the brand name, rather than from one specific character.  

A reason why additional associations were made might be because Oriflame’s Chinese name was 

compared to similar choices of characters in other brands. According to the focus groups Lian was 

the main reason why the brand was perceived as selling cosmetics as many other cosmetic brands 

use the same character. Where the added association of romance came from is not suggested by the 

findings of this study, however research shows that the use of similar brand names within Chinese 

industries is common, and that romance is a common connotation to brand names in the cosmetic 

business.  

The association of nature provided by the character Lian also got through in the brand name. A linear 

regression of the survey results with “Oriflame-natural” as dependent variable and “Lian-natural” as 

independent variable show that an increase of 1.0 units of the scale for “Lian-natural” increased 

“Oriflame-natural” by 0.6 units and the regression model explained 40 % of the variance. Thus the 

associations deriving from the character Lian contributed with the association of nature to the full 

brand name.  

 

7.0.0 Conclusions 

The findings show that Oriflame ś intended messages were distorted or did not reach the research 

sample. Even though the association of nature did occur it was not further associated with the 

Swedish nature in particular. The results showed that the overall associations with Sweden were 

poor and it thus seems unlikely that the desired benefits of the Swedish origin would reach the 

Chinese consumers. Even though this pre-study is limited, as the sampling bias did not allow 

investigating if the intended meanings of Sweden and Europe were perceived in accordance with 

Oriflame ś intended brand name messages, it still found possible reasons for the observed brand 

name message distortions. 

The study investigated how each single character was perceived in Oriflame ś Chinese brand name, 

as well as how the combination of these characters (i.e. the full brand name) was perceived. The 

character Lian was associated with nature just as Oriflame intended, and a statistical analysis of the 

findings also revealed that the same character contributed with the meaning of nature to the full 

brand name. The character Rui however did not perform as intended. Although Rui does mean 

Sweden amongst other things, the survey findings show that in this particular brand name it only 



33 

 

carried a slight meaning of lucky. This suggests that the combination of the characters might affect 

how each single character is perceived and that it is wise not to overestimate the impact of a specific 

inherent meaning of a character as only some of the character ś possible meanings might be 

perceived. 

There also occurred added associations not stated to be part of Oriflame ś brand name messages. 

These were associations to the kind of products Oriflame sells and part of its target audience. The 

focus groups showed that these added meanings were a result of one or more of Oriflame ś 

characters being commonly used for brand names in certain industries. This suggests that using 

characters similar to competitors’ might therefore be used to an advantage as it may guide the 

consumers and facilitate the identification of product category. But it also calls for attention when 

choosing characters as it might mislead consumers if the characters do not correspond to the 

industry that the company is operating in. The results also indicate that some characters might 

narrow the target audience, as both the survey and focus groups showed strong associations with 

women. The focus groups further associated with women ś products and claimed the associations 

originated from the character Lian. As Oriflame also sells products for men this added association 

might be unfortunate as it will probably not attract most male consumers. An additional association 

with romance was also found in this study, mainly from the survey. The focus group findings revealed 

no clear connection to any of the specific characters in the brand name as was the case with the 

other additional associations found. 

Finally, the focus groups did not seem to reflect upon the meanings of the brand name or its 

characters at first glance, and some of the participants also complained about the last character not 

following the English pronunciation well enough. The focus groups also had a hard time to 

understand the brand name messages as the character combination was perceived to have no clear 

meanings, which is a typical trait of a phonetic brand name. This implies that the brand name runs 

the risk of being misperceived as phonetic rather than phonosemantic, possibly caused by the 

unsuccessful match of the brand name ś character combination.  

This pre-study can conclude that added associations which were not intended by Oriflame did occur. 

Most of them came from single characters in the brand name, but there also seem to exist other 

added associations of unknown origins which show the importance of thorough testing of 

associations provoked by the complete brand name. The study also identified two main reasons why 

Oriflame’s intended brand name messages did not get through. These are the unsuccessful choice of 
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character combination and the misperception of the brand name as purely phonetic. As such 

Oriflame should not rely too heavily on conveying their messages solely through the brand name. 

 

7.1.0 Future research 

The study found a tendency for the phonosemantic brand name to be misperceived as purely 

phonetic. Future studies should investigate if phonosemantic brand names are commonly 

misinterpreted as purely phonetic, or semantic, and how and to what extent this affects the brand 

name communication with its target audience. The findings show that the misinterpretation of the 

brand name being purely phonetic as well as the unsuccessful choice of character combination were 

main reasons why Oriflame’s brand name messages did not get through. Future research should 

investigate the causality between the two and to what degree each of them affects Oriflame’s brand 

name messages. Furthermore, the origin of the added association to romance was unclear and it 

should be further investigated where it came from in order to better understand how and why such 

added associations appear.  

The findings show that the combination of the characters chosen for the brand name was one of the 

problems. Therefore it might be of interest to investigate how the process of the brand name making 

was done to further understand where the distortion appears. It is also of interest to see how 

perceptions of Oriflame’s brand name messages are affected by the use of other information 

channels that are currently used by Oriflame to further help enhancing these messages. 
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Appendix 1 The interview; questions and answers 

1. Förväntas Oriflames svenska ursprung gå fram till de kinesiska slutkonsumenterna? 

Ja. I vår kommunikation till våra säljkonsulenter tar vi ofta upp vår koppling till Sverige och 

det som kännetecknar Sverige. Vi vill absolut att detta ska föras vidare från säljkonsulent till 

slutkonsument. Det kan handla om att konsulenten berättar för konsumenten att 

produkterna innehåller råmaterial från Sverige, att företaget är från Sverige, att grundarna 

är ett par svenska bröder och att vårt stora Group Support Office ligger i Stockholm. 

 

2. Är användandet av det svenska ursprunget i Oriflames marknadsföring en global 

strategi? 

Vår slogan globalt är "natural Swedish cosmetics". Hur mycket andra marknader använder 

sig av Sverige i marknadsföringen kan inte jag svara på. Detta är nåt man får fråga respektive 

lands marknadsavdelning. 

 

3. Anpassas användandet av Oriflames svenska ursprung till den kinesiska marknaden, och 

i så fall på vilket sätt? 

Vi har inte gjort några lokala anpassningar när det gäller hurvida vi kommunicerar att vi är 

ett svenskt företag. Våra produkter är starkt präglade av svenska värden "natural, 

progressive, ethical", vi är ett svenskt företag som grundades i Sverige av svenskar och detta 

är mer eller mindre detsamma världen över. 

 

4. Vilka fördelar hoppas företaget kunna uppnå i Kina genom att framhäva Oriflames 

anknytning till Sverige? (nämn gärna flera olika fördelar). 

Vi kommunicerar vår koppling till Sverige för att det är en av våra USPs. Sverige anses i 

världen oftast som ett mycket vackert (fin natur), utvecklat och etiskt land. Även vi står för 

dessa värderingar och därför framhäver vi vårt ursprung. 

Sverige och svenska värderingar är viktiga beståndsdelar i vårt företag och därför återknyter 

vi ofta till Sverige. 

 

5. I vilket/vilka sammanhang visar Oriflame sin anknytning till Sverige på den kinesiska 

marknaden? (t.ex. hemsida, förpackningar, logotype, tv-reklam, affischer, slogan...) 

På hemsidan finns naturligtvis en företagsbeskrivning inkl. företagets historia. Här kan man 

läsa om vår anknytning till Sverige. Det finns även en tydlig koppling när man tittar på 

logotypen med vår slogan "natural Swedish cosmetics". De produkter som är producerade i 

vår svenska fabrik har självklart texten "made in Sweden". Dessutom berättar vi oundvikligen 

om vår anknytning till Sverige när vi har säljmöten och dylikt. 

 

Nedan följer frågor specifikt om Oriflames logotype ( 欧瑞莲 ) som används i Kina: 
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6. Är det tänkt att konsumenterna ska tolka de kinesiska tecknen i 

Oriflames logotype fonetiskt (endast efter uttal), semantiskt (endast 

efter tecknens betydelse) eller både fonetiskt och semantiskt? 

Logotypen ar både fonetisk och semantisk. Oriflame heter alltså "ou rui lian" på kinesiska där 

åtminstone "ou rui" till stor del är fonetiskt. Men detta är alltså även semantiskt eftersom 

"ou" är detsamma som kinesiskans "ou" i ordet Europa och "rui" är detsamma som 

kinesiskans "rui" i ordet Sverige. "lian" är kinesiska order för lotus som syftar till vår närhet 

till naturen. 

 

7. Vilka associationer är förhoppningen att de kinesiska slutkonsumenterna ska få av den 

kinesiska Oriflame-logotypen?  ( 欧瑞莲 ) 

Det ska naturligtvis ge associationer till det som Sverige är mest känt för: den vackra, rena 

naturen och det att företaget är europeiskt och svenskt vilket har en bra klang i Kina. Jag har 

inte deltagit i några diskussioner om detta ämne så jag kan tyvärr inte tillhandahålla ett 

bättre svar än detta. 

 

8.Vilken betydelse / Vilka betydelser ska varje enskilt tecken ( 欧瑞莲 ) förmedla till 

slutkonsumenten? 

Var god se svar på fråga 6. 

 

9. Vilket/vilka geografiska ursprung är det tänkt att Oriflames kinesiska logotype ska 

förmedla? 

Var god se svar på fråga 6 och 7. 

10. Slutligen skulle vi också vilja veta lite mer om din befattning och roll i Oriflame så att vi 

tydligt förstår i vilken utsträckning du arbetar med Oriflames marknadsföring 

internationellt och/eller i Kina? 

När man jobbar på marknadsnivå som jag gör, jobbar man nästan uteslutande med frågor 

som rör ens eget land. Jag jobbar med att driva, stödja och samordna olika projekt inom 

främst sälj men även inom marketing (produktlansering, marknadsanalys mm). 

Additional question: 

Vi undrar även vilken må lgrupp Oriflame har i Kina? 

Var malgrupp ar lite olika beroende pa om man menar pa konsulenter eller konsumenter. Fran 

foretagets sida jobbar vi framst med de som vill bli konsulenter. Har riktar vi oss till alla som gillar 

kombinationen: skonhet, tjana pengar och ha kul. Var storsta malgrupp for konsulenter ar framst 

kvinnor i aldern 30-45 som bor i en mindre stad (<10 milj invanare) och har relativt lag utbilning. 

Manga av vara konsulenter har ocksa andra jobb och jobbar halvtid med Oriflame som en bisyssla. 

Konsumenterna ar familj, vanner, arbetskamrater eller andra manniskor som konsulenten kommer i 

kontakt med. Det ar darfor ganska stor spridning pa var konsumentkrets. 
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Appendix 2 Focus groups; interview guide 

 

1. “Please study this logotype and its name for a few seconds” 

2. “Does anyone recognize the logotype or the brand?” 

3. “What was everyone’s first thought when you saw it?”  

4. “Which associations do you get from the logotype?” 

5. “Which meanings do you think the logotype has?” 

6. “Does this name suggest any product benefits, which ones?” 

7. “When you saw this logotype, the absolutely first thing you thought, was it that the 

name only was read by its sound, or only by its meaning, or by both sound and 

meaning?” 

8. “What do you think each character by itself is trying to say within the logotype 

name?” 

9. “Do you have any suggestions on how the name of the brand could have made the 

message clearer?” 
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Appendix 3 Focus groups; participant backgrounds 

Group one 

3 females, 2 males, no one had heard of Oriflame before: 

Code: Person 1 Person 2 Person 3 Person 4 Person 5 

Sex: Female Female Female Male Male 

Age: 21 26 29 24 27 

Born: Inner Mongolia Tianjin Anhui Shanghai Beijing 

Raised: Inner Mongolia Tianjin Anhui Shanghai Beijing 

Education 

completed: 

Biology, 

Bachelor 

Statistics, 

Master 

Chemistry & 

business adm. 

Master 

Computer 

science, IT. 

Bachelor 

Statistics, 

Master 

First 

language: 

Mandarin Mandarin Mandarin Mandarin Mandarin 

Time abroad: 6 months 2.5 years 7 months 2 years 2.5 years 

 

Group two 

4 females, 2 males, no one had heard of Oriflame before: 

Code: Person 6 Person 7 Person 8 Person 9 Person 10 Person 11 

Sex: Female Female Female Female Male Male 

Age: 24 25 23 27 24 23 

Born: Ningbo Tianjin Shanghai Xian Shanxi Shanghai 

Raised: Ningbo Beijing Shanghai Xian Shanxi Shanghai 

Education 

completed: 

Linguistics, 

Postgraduate 

Statistics 

Bachelor 

Computer  

science, 

Bachelor 

American 

literature & 

culture, 

Bachelor 

Computer 

science, 

Master 

Computer 

science, 

Bachelor 

First 

language: 

Wu dialect Mandarin Mandarin Mandarin Mandarin Mandarin 

Time abroad: 7 months 4 years 2 years 7 months 7 months 1 year 
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Group three 

3 females, 4 males. “Person 14” has heard of Oriflame before: 

Code: Person 12 Person 13 Person 14 Person 15 Person 16 Person 17 Person 18 

Sex: Female Female Female Male Male Male Male 

Age: 23 26 25 24 27 26 30 

Born: Daqing Huanggang Shanghai Shanghai Tianjin Zhengzhou Hubei, 

countryside 

Raised: Daqing Huanggang Shanghai Shanghai Tianjin Zhengzhou Hubei, 

countryside 

Education 

completed: 

Statistics, 

Master 

Material, 

Master 

Media & 

comm-

unication, 

Master 

Biology, 

Bachelor 

Biology, 

Master 

Biology, 

Master, & 

Applied 

Biotechnology 

Material 

engineer, 

Bachelor, & 

Statistics, 

Master 

First 

language: 

Chinese, 

not 

Mandarin 

Mandarin Mandarin Mandarin Mandarin Mandarin Mandarin 

Time 

abroad: 

2 years 6 months 1.5 years 1.5 years 2.5 years 2.5 years 2.5 years 
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Appendix 4 Survey; survey details 

This appendix shows the number of respondents who answered each degree (columns) of each 
statement (rows).  

Scale: 

Strongly  
disagree   

1 
Disagree 

2 

Slightly 
disagree  

3 
Neutral 

4 

Slightly 
agree 

5 
Agree 

6 

Strongly         
agree 

7 

        

        

1. The characters 欧, 瑞  and 莲 are chosen to match the sound of Oriflame  

欧 Ou  2 1 1 5 4 19 43 

瑞 Rui 2 2 2 7 4 23 35 

莲 Lian 10 11 13 11 11 13 6 

 

2. The characters 欧, 瑞  and 莲 are chosen to convey meaning to the Oriflame brand 

name 

欧 Ou 5 9 3 24 10 12 12 

瑞 Rui 5 10 3 28 8 11 10 

莲 Lian 6 13 5 23 8 13 7 

 

3. In this particular brand name (欧  瑞  莲), the character 欧  makes me think of:  

Australia 15 29 11 15 1 2 2 

Europe 4 5 4 11 9 19 23 

USA 17 25 12 13 6 1 1 

Western countries 2 6 6 15 13 22 11 

Quality 10 19 8 23 6 5 4 

No meaning, only 
the pronunciation 10 9 4 19 7 15 11 

 

4. In this particular brand name (欧  瑞  莲), the character 瑞  makes me think of:  

Happiness  3 13 8 30 9 11 1 

Intelligence 5 15 3 35 7 7 3 

Lucky 3 14 2 27 18 8 3 

Quality 7 15 5 33 9 4 2 

Sweden 3 19 4 23 15 2 9 

Switzerland 6 12 6 29 12 5 5 

No meaning, only 
the pronunciation 9 5 3 29 10 12 7 

 

5. In this particular brand name (欧  瑞  莲), the character 莲  makes me think of:  

Beauty 0 5 0 16 21 24 9 

Connection 14 15 10 27 5 3 1 

Countryside 8 19 7 24 13 2 2 

Flower  0 9 2 15 14 21 14 

Lotus 2 6 2 17 12 10 26 

Natural  1 6 6 23 15 14 10 

Nature 3 7 2 24 15 16 8 

Pure 1 7 5 19 16 19 8 

Quality 8 15 10 32 5 3 2 

Rose 10 20 10 25 8 2 0 

No meaning, only 
the pronunciation 8 8 2 35 12 3 7 
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6. To what extent does the brand name 欧  瑞  莲  make you think about these things: 

Adults 5 5 10 21 21 11 2 

Candles 11 21 17 15 7 4 0 

Cake 11 17 15 17 11 4 0 

Cars
 
 21 26 11 14 1 2 0 

Cheap 8 16 20 26 5 0 0 

Children 14 24 19 13 5 0 0 

Chocolate 8 10 7 17 16 14 3 

Clothes 4 5 9 11 26 14 6 

Comfortable 3 7 9 27 19 8 2 

Condoms 18 17 13 22 1 3 1 

Cosmetics 7 7 0 15 12 16 18 

Diamonds 4 12 13 21 18 6 1 

Exotic 5 11 6 24 13 11 5 

Expensive 4 7 6 26 20 9 3 

Fashion 3 3 6 14 27 16 6 

Food 13 17 13 17 9 4 2 

Furniture 11 18 14 19 5 8 0 

Glasses 6 15 12 19 15 8 0 

Kitchen 11 22 17 16 6 3 0 

Lighter 7 17 11 28 7 5 0 

Lamps 8 15 13 32 5 2 0 

Magic 8 9 14 33 9 0 2 

Make up 2 0 4 8 19 27 15 

Matches 13 17 9 28 4 3 1 

Men 25 19 18 11 1 1 0 

Middle-aged 3 9 15 25 15 6 2 

Mystery 4 12 18 25 12 3 1 

Natural 2 5 3 16 29 17 3 

Nature 2 3 4 23 22 16 5 

Perfume 1 1 2 11 36 17 7 

Developed 3 8 7 33 17 4 3 

Progressive 2 10 11 36 8 6 2 

Pure 2 4 7 18 26 15 3 

Quality 4 5 13 31 14 7 1 

Restaurants 11 23 16 18 4 2 1 

Romance 1 6 2 21 23 15 7 

Women 1 1 0 6 17 28 22 

 

 


