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Brand Name Translation as a Decisive Factor in Positioning 
Foreign Brands On Chinese Market (I)

Determining the brand name is always a crucial aspect in the development of a brand’s image and its correct 
positioning in the consumers’ mind. As the ideal name for a brand is always demanding to find, it becomes even 
harder to translate its original form in order to synchronize it to the culture and personality of the consumers of new, 
international market.  It is even a more labyrinthine process to transfer a brand name from a phonographic language 
system to a logographic-based language system, such as Chinese, as Chinese writing is fundamentally different from 
other writing systems, in the way that it allows the interpretation of a word only at the broad level of the grapheme. 

The purpose of this study is to examine and discuss the relation between translation approaches, cultural 
peculiarities and brand personality. In order to do this, 20 international brands, from five different categories were 
chosen through a focus group and analysed in order to show how and why Chinese consumers choose to adopt (or 
not) different foreign brands. 

Keywords: brand image, brand personality, Chinese logographic system, cultural translation, phono-semantic 
translation 

I. INTRODUCTION 

As the global community is in closer connection 
than ever, marketers and philologists have shown an 

increasing interest in finding the best method to translate 
brand names (Aaker 1991, Javed 1993, Schmitt and 
Simonson 1997, Aaker and Joachimsthaler, 2000). 
Developing a brand name into another language is
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translation” as a strategy, so that the reader can make 
a difference in the “cultural structure” of the people 
in order for them to understand it while reading the 
translated text (Venuti 1992, pp. 12-13).

1. A synopsis of Chinese language structure and its 
influence on the translation of brand names

While a comprehensive description of the structure 
of Chinese characters and pronunciation norms 
is beyond the scope of this paper, the most relevant 
aspects, which influence the brand translation, will be 
shortly outlined. 

The image that Westerners have, starting with the 
16th century on Chinese writing is still valid at the 
present, oscillating between different clichéd labels, 
such as ideographic – the graphic symbol could have 
a relation with the sense, but the writing is completely 
isolated from the pronunciation; thus, the difficulty 
of this type of writing is exacerbated. The difference 
between the Chinese writing system and the alphabetic 
one is drawn from the relation of control between the 
linguistic unit and the written sign: the phoneme for 
the alphabetic writing and the morpheme for Chinese 
writing. A more accurate description for Chinese 
writing is morphemic writing or syllabic writing. If 
we analyse the evolution of Chinese graphemes, we 
can even say that Chinese is ideo-phonetic – as the 
most recurrent method of development of Chinese 
characters is the one which combines the image (the 
semantic radical) and the pronunciation (the phonetic 
component) – these characters are called pictophonetic 
(形声) .The semantic radical carries meaning which 
bears a semantic relationship with the corresponding 
character, such as radical 女 (nǚ, female) in its 
corresponding characters 姐 (jiě, elder sister)，妹 
(mèi, younger sister)，妈 (mā, mother), 姨 (yí, aunt). 
On the other hand, the phonetic component conveys 
the pronunciation of the corresponding characters, 
such as phonetic 青 (qīng, blue or green) in the 
characters 情 (qíng, feeling), 请 (qǐng, request), 晴
(qíng, sunny), 清(qīng, clear). 

The traditional Chinese writing system contains 
214 semantic radicals and 1,100 phonetics, which 
recur in the Hanzi script to form the thousands of 
Chinese characters. [现代汉语规范问题学术会议决
议, 1955]. 

On the level of relation with the oral form, 
Chinese writing is fundamentally different from other 
writing systems, as it allows the interpretation only at 
the broad level of the grapheme, which corresponds 
to a syllable that embodies meaning (this could be 
the equivalent of a monosyllabic word or of only one 
component of a polysyllabic word). Besides being a 
simple instrument of communication and memory 
fixation– functions of every writing system – Chinese 
writing is the embodiment of a special mode of 
perception of the surrounding world, of decoding 

of its significances and of space (Vișan, 1999). Each 
character is the symbiosis of synthetic and integrated 
knowledge which assures an incredible connection 
with the traditional believes and cultural values of the 
ancestors; and due to this, Chinese characters become, 
more than any other writing system, a veritable source 
of meaning and understanding, a liaison with the 
ancestral cultural. 

2. Translation methods from a phonographic 
language to a logographic-based language system

Besides the uniqueness of the structure and 
linguistics norms of Chinese, the abundant number 
of characters (50.000, with 7.000 used in general) is 
also another reason why choosing a Chinese name 
for a foreign brand is so difficult.  Recent research in 
cognitive psychology has shown that the difference in 
language structure may affect mental representation 
(Tavassoli & Han, 2001). Thus, Chinese – speaking 
consumers, having a logographic writing system that 
require image processing, tend to judge brand names 
especially by their form and image, as they can map the 
visual codes directly to semantic meanings, with no need 
for phonological assembly (Perfetti and Zhang, 1991). 
On the other hand, naturally, Westerns – who speak a 
language that mainly requires phonological processing, 
which involves rehearsing the pronunciations of words 
in memory before storing them in  a phonological code 
(Tavassoli and Han, 2001) – place greater importance 
on the sound and musicality of the name. The resulting 
assembled pronunciation is thought to determine 
meaning by subsequently activating the reader’s 
lexicon where word meanings are represented mentally 
(Schmitt et al., 1994).

With regards to this peculiarity, closer attention 
should be paid also to the category from which the 
component characters belong, for example a radical 
depicting female/feminine should not be used in 
a name of a masculine brand which would like to 
communicate the idea of physical force and manliness. 
This is especially recommended in a country like China 
which, according to Hofstede (2016) is a masculine 
society (this aspect will be further detailed below). 
A careless translation or even a translation without a 
strong cultural and linguistic background can easily 
lead to a bad reputation, loss of sale power or credibility 
on the Chinese market, even for a much appreciated 
company with reputation abroad. 

Thus, for a well reception of a foreign brand, the 
name translation should be done taking into account 
at three approaches: linguistic, sociolinguistic and 
cultural, as both structural features of the language and 
the lexical-semantic and phonologic ones are equally 
important, to the point that it can seriously affect the 
way consumers perceive the brand. The linguistic part 
involves the semantic, phonetic and morphological 
components of the name, while the sociolinguistic part 












