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1 General image of and beliefs about European food in two mainland Chinese 

2 cities: Shanghai and Xi’an

3

4 Abstract

5 Purpose: The purpose of this study is to provide a picture of the current image and consumer 

6 beliefs of European food in mainland Chinese consumers’ minds.

7 Methodology: A web-based survey was conducted for data collection in December 2013 with 

8 541 participants from two Chinese cities: Shanghai and Xi’an. The participants reported about 

9 the image of European food and characterized European food according to 14 items for 

10 product-related beliefs and 18 items for perceived profiles. Descriptive Analysis, cluster 

11 analysis and Partial Least Squares Regression (PLSR) were employed for data analyses.

12 Finding: Findings show that European food has a unanimously positive image among 

13 mainland Chinese consumers. Three consumer segments were distinguished based on 

14 attribute beliefs about European food: a positive-beliefs segment, a negative-beliefs segment 

15 and an unfamiliar segment. The characteristics of typical European food consumers were high 

16 income, having long overseas experience, having visited Europe or living in a big and 

17 developed city. In addition, ‘safe’ and ‘upscale’ were the most important attribute beliefs 

18 driving mainland Chinese consumers to have a positive image of European food; while 

19 ‘unfamiliar’ and ‘sweet’ were the most negative drivers of European food’s image.

20 Originality: This is the first study to present information about consumer beliefs, general 

21 image and consumer segments in relation to European food in mainland China. These insights 

22 can help European food marketers to better understand mainland Chinese consumers and the 

23 current image of their products in mainland China so that they can develop effective 

24 marketing strategies for this huge and potential food market.

25
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28 Introduction

29 Rapid growth of personal income is shifting mainland Chinese food consumption patterns, 

30 which includes that more and more Chinese consumers increase their consumption of 

31 imported food products (Gale and Huang, 2007). More experiences with foods of non-

32 Chinese origin are being brought back to China because of the enormous amount of Chinese 

33 who study, work or have tours overseas: around one hundred million person-trips in 2013 

34 (first place in the world) (Yan, 2014); almost 450 thousand students were studying abroad in 

35 2013 (first place in the world) (Netease, 2013). The accession to the World Trade 

36 Organization made mainland China open its markets for the importation of almost all 

37 agricultural products, and foreign companies can now directly exploit this market (Hu et al., 

38 2007). All these developments are boosting mainland China to become the most potential 

39 market for local food products from around the world. Actually, the potential showed 

40 extremely huge in recent years: the value of imported processed foods/beverages in mainland 

41 China had a yearly average growth rate of 27.7% from 2008 to 2012 (Alice, 2013).

42 Europe owns plenty of local and traditional food resources, an essential part of the European 

43 culture and culinary heritage (Guerrero et al., 2009). Each European country has traditional 

44 eating cultures and habits related with specific local food products, especially in the southern 

45 parts of Europe with a wider variety of local food resources (Jordana, 2000). The European 

46 food industry is mainly composed of small and medium sized enterprises, and these 

47 enterprises still face the challenge to maintain or expand their market share in an extremely 

48 competitive globalization era (Banterle et al., 2009, Guerrero et al., 2009). The rise of 

49 mainland Chinese food markets will provide an unlimited ‘new world’ for European local 

50 food producers to expand the market share of their products. A recent event is the best proof 

51 of this point of view: China now is the biggest wine export market of the European Union 

52 (EU), with a fast-growing importation amount from 64 million liters in 2009 to 257 million 

53 liters in 2012 (Alinna, 2013). 

54 Therefore, a need exists for European local food producers and marketers to comprehensively 

55 understand mainland Chinese consumers. It is necessary to gain knowledge in terms of the 

56 general image of and beliefs about European food by mainland Chinese consumers, because 

57 consumers’ general image and beliefs toward a product have a strong influence on their 
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58 purchase and consumption behaviors (Almli et al., 2011, Hawkins and Mothersbaugh, 2009, 

59 Mitchell and Olson, 1981). Knowledge about these issues is the basis for marketers to 

60 develop appropriate marketing and communication strategies for their products (Hawkins and 

61 Mothersbaugh, 2009).

62 To our knowledge, no consumer-driven empirical research has been done specifically in the 

63 field of European food targeted at the mainland Chinese market. So, this study aims at filling 

64 this gap by providing comprehensive knowledge about mainland Chinese consumers’ general 

65 image of and beliefs toward European food. According to the beliefs, two dimensions are 

66 explored in this study. The first dimension is related to product beliefs, which refer to what 

67 mainland Chinese consumers believe a European food is. The second dimension relates to the 

68 perceived profiles of people who often consume European food in mainland China (consumer 

69 beliefs) (Almli et al., 2011, Vanhonacker et al., 2010a, Vanhonacker et al., 2010b). 

70 Furthermore, correlation between the general image of European food and the product beliefs 

71 is also examined to identify the most important beliefs driving the composition of a positive 

72 image of European food in mainland Chinese consumers’ minds. In addition, consumer 

73 segments are recognized by cluster analysis based on the product attribute beliefs. 

74 To achieve the objectives of this study, a web-based questionnaire was designed and 

75 distributed for data collection in two mainland Chinese cities: Shanghai and Xi’an. 

76 Descriptive analysis, cluster analysis and Partial Least Squares Regression (PLSR) were used.

77

78 Materials and methods

79 Participants and procedures

80 Quantitative data was collected during December 2013 through an online consumer survey. A 

81 mainland Chinese research agency was hired for the fieldwork data collection. Two cities, 

82 Shanghai and Xi’an, were selected for data collection in order to allow recognizing 

83 similarities and differences of consumers’ product beliefs, perceived profiles and general 

84 image of European food between mainland Chinese regions with different local dietary 

85 customs, development levels and degrees of influence by foreign cultures. As an international 

86 metropolis and the most developed city of mainland China, Shanghai has gained most 

87 exposure to Western (food) cultures in mainland China, while Xi’an is a more traditional, less 



4

88 developed and far lower in per capita income (Liu et al., 2011; National Bureau of Statistics 

89 of the People's Republic of China, 2013). Besides, Shanghai and Xi’an locate on two Chinese 

90 diet-cultural circles with different local flavor preferences and food traditions or customs, 

91 namely the circle of Yangtze River downstream region for Shanghai and the circle of Yellow 

92 River midstream region for Xi’an (Zhao, 2003).

93 Participants of this study were asked to complete a web-based questionnaire. They were 

94 members of an online consumer panel of the research agency. The questionnaire was 

95 distributed to participants with limits on the IP address. Those participants, who had carefully 

96 completed the questionnaire, received a monetary incentive. A total of 541 valid response 

97 were obtained for this study, 259 from Shanghai and 282 from Xi’an. Table 1 presents the 

98 detailed socio-demographic characteristics of the total sample and the regional subsamples, 

99 including age, gender, single status, city and financial situation of household. Based on 

100 previous studies (Pieniak et al., 2009, Almli et al., 2011, Vanhonacker et al., 2010b, 

101 Vanhonacker et al., 2010a), the financial situation of households was subjectively assessed by 

102 the study participants on a 7-point scale arranging from ‘difficult’ to ‘well off’.

103 Ethnic food consumption may be influenced by consumers’ overseas experiences, which can 

104 evoke their memories of trips to foreign countries (Verbeke and Lopez, 2005). In that context, 

105 this study also assessed participants’ overseas experiences in terms of region and duration 

106 levels (Table 1). Information about the duration of their overseas experience was gathered 

107 through an 8-point scale ranging from ‘never’ to ‘longer than five years’. Information about 

108 the region where overseas experience was gained was gathered by using a multiple choice 

109 question with options of six continents: Asia (outside China), Europe, Northern and Southern 

110 America, Oceania and Africa. Generally speaking, participants from Shanghai were more 

111 overseas experienced than their counterparts from Xi’an, with a lower percentage of people 

112 who had never gone abroad before in Xi’an, and a higher share of people having overseas 

113 experience of long-term and a wide-range of foreign regions among participants from 

114 Shanghai. This matches with the level of development and income  of the two cities included 

115 in the study.

116 >> Insert Table 1

117
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118 Questionnaire content and pretest

119 Participants to this study were probed about their consumer beliefs towards and general image 

120 of European food. Before answering questions about European food, participants were 

121 presented the following definition of European food: “local food products imported from 

122 Europe or the food with European style or flavor that can be bought for consumption at home, 

123 or consumed in restaurants or other places of China.” 

124 The questionnaire was translated from English into Chinese. Two rounds of pretests were 

125 performed. Eight and ten mainland Chinese participants joined in the online pretests in round 

126 one and two, respectively. Based on their responses, the arrangements and the Chinese 

127 expressions of questions on the questionnaire were modified.

128

129 Measures

130 Before this study, the authors had conducted a qualitative research with a web-based free 

131 word association test to elicit the perceptual associations of European food by Chinese 

132 consumers in June 2012. Based on the insights from this qualitative research, 14 items (shown 

133 in Table 2) were selected to examine participants’ product attribute beliefs about European 

134 food in a quantitative way in the present study. Participants were asked to indicate their 

135 degree of agreement t with each of the statements presented in Table 2 on a 7-point Likert 

136 agreement scale, with response categories: 1= disagree strongly, 2= disagree moderately, 3= 

137 disagree slightly, 4= neither agree nor disagree, 5= agree slightly, 6= agree moderately, and 

138 7= agree strongly. 

139 >> Insert Table 2

140

141 Participants’ general image toward European food was measured by the question: “When you 

142 think about the image you have of European food in general, how would you describe your 

143 personal feelings about it?” The answer categories were presented on a 7-point interval scale: 

144 1= very negative, 2= moderately negative moderately, 3= slightly negative, 4= neither 

145 negative nor positive, 5= slightly positive, 6= moderately positive, and 7= very positive. This 
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146 design was adopted from the study by Almli et al. (2011), who examined the general image of 

147 traditional food in European consumers’ minds.

148 To assess participants’ perceived profiles about European food, 18 segment profiling 

149 variables were included in the study, as shown in Table 3. Participants were asked to indicate 

150 to what extent they thought the typical user (or non-user) of European food in mainland China 

151 would possess these characteristics A seven-point scale with response categories from 7= 

152 “typical to a user of European food” to 1= “typical to a non-user of European food”. The 

153 design was inspired by a study by Vanhonacker et al. (2010a), who measured the projected 

154 image of a (non-)traditional food consumer in European consumers’ minds.

155 >> Insert Table 3

156

157 Data analysis

158 Data analyses were performed using the statistical software tools SPSS 22.0 and Unscrambler 

159 X 10.3. First, the perceived profiles of typical user (or non-user) of European food was 

160 analyzed by descriptive analysis (SPSS 22) using the mean values of the segment profiling 

161 variables (Table 3), both for the total sample and the subsamples of the two cities. Second, in 

162 a similar vein, descriptive analyses were conducted for the data of participants’ general image 

163 and product attribute beliefs of European food. Percentages of participants’ scores on the 

164 general image scales were also calculated for the total sample and the subsamples of the two 

165 cities as a part of descriptive analyses. Third, cluster analysis (SPSS 22) was conducted using 

166 the product attribute beliefs (Table 2) as segmentation variables. It followed a two-step 

167 design: hierarchical clustering with Ward’s method and squared Euclidean distance was 

168 performed, followed by a K-means cluster analysis with the initial cluster centers from the 

169 first step (Milošević et al., 2012, Vanhonacker et al., 2010b). Cross-tabulation with 2 tests (a 

170 confidence interval = 95%) (SPSS 22) were applied to recognize significant differences 

171 across segments, based on socio-demographic variables and variables of overseas experience. 

172 Fourth, partial least squares regression (PLSR) (Unscrambler X 10.3) was employed to 

173 associate participants’ product attribute beliefs of European food with their general image of 

174 European food (Almli et al., 2011). Three models were built for the total sample and the 
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175 subsamples of the two cities, with the full cross validation and the Jack-knife uncertainty 

176 testing of 95% confidence interval (Thybo et al., 2004, Almli et al., 2011, Vanhonacker et al., 

177 2010a). 

178

179 Results and discussion

180 Perceived profiles of European food (non-)users

181 Figure 1 shows the participants’ perceived profiles of typical users (or non-users) of European 

182 food in mainland China both for the total sample and the subsamples of the two cities. 

183 Generally speaking, the three analyses result in very similar mean values. The perceived 

184 profile of typical users of European food is most strongly linked to ‘people who have stayed 

185 overseas for a long time’ (mean values exceeded 6 for all of the three samples). It is also 

186 strongly associated with ‘people who have experience going abroad’, ‘families with high 

187 income’, ‘people who visited Europe’, ‘young people’ and ‘people living in big city’(values 

188 above 5.5). Only a slight difference is found in the mean values between ‘couples’ and ‘single 

189 people’ (around 5) as well as between ‘females’ and ‘males’ (around 4.5). Participants also 

190 associate ‘busy people (occupied)’ and ‘families with middle income’ with the typical user of 

191 European food (values between 4 and 4.9). 

192 The perceived profile of non-users of European food is most strongly linked to ‘people living 

193 in rural areas’, ‘family with low income’ and ‘old people’ (values below 3). Meanwhile, 

194 ‘middle aged people’, ‘people living in a small city’ and ‘housewife/houseman’ are also 

195 linked to non-users of European food (values below 4).

196 In sum, the perceived profiles of typical users of European food are: having overseas 

197 experiences, having high income, young or living in a big city. This is in line with the finding 

198 by Verbeke and Lopez (2005) that ethnic food consumption is influenced by consumers’ 

199 overseas experiences. Furthermore, the perceived profile is similar with the profile of 

200 Western-style food consumers in China as identified by Curtis et al. (2007) and Zhang et al. 

201 (2008): high income, residence in large cities or young adults. Moreover, there are large gaps 

202 of development and average income levels between rural and urban areas as well as between 

203 big and small cities in mainland China. The finding fits with the social reality that Chinese 

204 consumers living in large cities have more opportunities of exposure to foreign cultures than 



8

205 their counterparts in small cities or rural areas (Liu et al., 2011, Sicular et al., 2007, Wang and 

206 Shi, 2011). 

207 >> Insert Figure 1

208

209 General image of European food

210 Figure 2 shows a very positive image of European food among mainland Chinese consumers. 

211 Most of the participants (80%) have chosen the positive response categories from ‘slightly 

212 positive’ to ‘very positive’. None of the participants have chosen the response category ‘very 

213 negative’. Participants were more likely to report a positive image of European food in 

214 Shanghai (85.3%) than in Xi’an (75.2%). This finding fits with the perceived profiles of 

215 typical users of European food, namely ‘people living in big cities’, as Shanghai is a city 

216 bigger and much more developed than Xi’an.

217 >> Insert Figure 2

218

219 Attribute beliefs about European food

220 The mean values of attribute belief items for European food range from 4.58 to 5.70 for the 

221 total sample (Table 4). A Cronbach’s α of 0.83 reveals a good internal reliability of the 14 

222 items included in the study. The highest mean values are found for ‘expensive’ and ‘delicate 

223 appearance’. While ‘healthy’ and ‘unfamiliar’ have lowest mean values. 

224 >> Insert Table 4

225

226 Consumer segments of European food

227 The cluster analysis resulted in a three-segment solution. Participants were clustered based on 

228 the 14 attribute belief items. Table 5 shows the size and mean score per segmentation variable 

229 for the total sample.

230

231 Segment 1 contains 29% of the sample. Its mean scores of 13 items (except ‘unfamiliar’) are 

232 higher than those of the other two segments, especially for four items with at least one score 
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233 point more: ‘tasty’, ‘healthy’, ‘fashionable’ and ‘safe’. Meanwhile, segment 1 indicates the 

234 lowest score on the item of ‘unfamiliar’ among the three segments. Therefore, participants of 

235 this segment have a good impression on the safety, health and taste of European food. They 

236 are more likely to consider ‘consuming European food’ as being ‘fashionable’, ‘romantic’ and 

237 ‘upscale’. They are also more familiar with European food than participants in the other two 

238 segments. All in all, participants in this segment have positive impressions toward European 

239 food. Therefore, segment 1 is labeled as ‘positive-beliefs’ as the members of this segment 

240 reported the most positive attribute beliefs about European food.

241 Segment 2 includes 26.4% of the sample. By contrast with segment 1, its mean scores of 13 

242 items (except ‘unfamiliar’) are lower than that of the other segments, especially with five 

243 items having mean scores situated in the range of the negative scale anchor (below 4): ‘tasty’, 

244 ‘healthy’, ‘fashionable’, ‘romantic’ and ‘upscale’. As a result, segment 2 is named ‘negative-

245 beliefs’ as the members of this segment reported mostly negative attribute beliefs about 

246 European food.

247 Segment 3 is the largest segment, accounting for 44.6% of the sample. The mean scores of 13 

248 items (except ‘unfamiliar’) for this segment are between those of the other two segments. The 

249 segment is typified by the highest mean scores for the item ‘unfamiliar’ among all segments. 

250 Therefore, we define this segment as the ‘unfamiliar’ as the members of this segment are 

251 largely unfamiliar with European food. Food customs and cultures are totally different 

252 between China and Western countries (Dang, 2010; Civitello, 2011). Only since the past three 

253 decades, with the Chinese market opening up to the World, common people have started to 

254 get opportunities to experience Western dietary cultures and to consume Western food 

255 products. By contrast to the foods in their own traditional dietary system, most of mainland 

256 Chinese consumers are not familiar with European (or Western) food products. This might be 

257 the reason why this ‘unfamiliar segment’ includes the largest share of study participants in 

258 comparison with the other two segments.

259 >> Insert Table 5

260 Regarding socio-demographic characteristics (Table 6), cross-tabulation with 2 tests reveal 

261 significant differences across the three segments for city (2= 11.5, p=0.03<0.05), single 

262 status (2= 14.7, p=0.001<0.05) and financial situation (2= 66.6, p<0.001), while no 
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263 significant differences have been found for gender and age (p>0.05). The participants in 

264 Shanghai, being non-single or having a household financial situation of ‘moderate-well off’ 

265 are more apparent in the positive-belief segment compared to the negative-belief segment. 

266 While participants in Xi‘an, being single or having household financial situations from 

267 ‘moderate’ to ‘difficult’ are present more in the negative-belief segment compared to the 

268 positive-belief segment. 

269 Concerning overseas experience, cross-tabulation with 2 tests indicate significant 

270 differences among the three cluster segments for all variables shown in Table 6: duration 

271 (2= 68.5, p<0.001); Asian (2= 33.4, p<0.001) and Europe (2= 57.8, p<0.001). The 

272 positive-belief segment is typified by the largest share of participants who have overseas 

273 experience of ‘more than one month’ and/or have visited Europe among the three segments. 

274 This segment contains also the smallest share of participants who have never gone abroad. 

275 Further, the negative-belief segment contains the largest share of participants with no 

276 overseas experience as well as the smallest share of participants who have overseas 

277 experiences for either duration or region. Additionally, the unfamiliar segment includes the 

278 largest share of participants who have overseas experiences shorter than one month or have 

279 visited countries in Asia (outside China). Obviously, these findings confirm the strong 

280 influence of overseas experiences on mainland Chinese consumers’ product beliefs about 

281 European food. The positive product beliefs of European food are more likely to be made by 

282 those mainland Chinese consumers who have a long-term overseas experience (e.g. more than 

283 one month) or have visited Europe.

284 >> Insert Table 6

285

286 The findings in this section are generally in line with the perceived profiles of typical users of 

287 European food: having high income, living in a big city or having overseas experiences (long-

288 term or visited Europe).

289

290 Association between general image and attribute beliefs 

291 Three PLSR models were built to explore the relationships between the attribute belief items 

292 and the general image of European food, both for the total sample and the subsamples of the 



11

293 two cities. All results are shown for two PLSR components models. As shown in Table 7, the 

294 three models explain from 34% to 39% (cross-validations from 27% to 34%) of the variations 

295 for the general image of European food. The variances of the models are not high. This 

296 reveals that the associations between the general image and the product beliefs are very 

297 individual so that no common model will be suitable for all participants (Almli et al., 2011).

298 Table 7 presents the weighted (statistically significant) regression coefficients of the three 

299 models. Twelve product belief items are positively linked to the general image of European 

300 food except ‘sweet’ and ‘unfamiliar’. The coefficient for ‘safe’ is higher than other items for 

301 the all three models. This indicates that ‘safe’ is the most important attribute belief linked to a 

302 positive image of European food by mainland Chinese consumers. This fits with the severe 

303 food safety situation in mainland China and consumers’ related concerns (Liu et al., 2013; 

304 2014). In recent years, a great number of food safety events suddenly emerged in mainland 

305 China, leading to a ruined trust by Chinese consumers to domestic food industry (Zhou et al., 

306 2012). By contrast, Western food products are often considered as having reliable guarantee 

307 of food safety by mainland Chinese consumers. This is particularly the case in the past years 

308 as China has seen an huge demand of infant food formulas from Western countries after the 

309 San Lu milk scandal in 2008 (Zhou, 2012). 

310 ‘Unfamiliar’ correlates with a negative image of European food in all of the three models. 

311 Familiarity is an important motive for consumer’s choices of food products in general 

312 (Steptoe et al., 1995) and for openness to using new or novel foods in particular (Verbeke, 

313 2005). Chinese consumers’ unfamiliarity with European food is a big obstacle for mainland 

314 Chinese consumers to form a positive image and attitude. 

315 ‘Upscale’, ‘fashionable’ and ‘romantic’ contribute to the positive image of European food in 

316 the models for the total sample and the subsamples of the two cities. The three items reflect 

317 the symbolic values of European food to mainland Chinese consumers. Symbolic values are 

318 the extra values formed in consumers’ minds based on their early memories or impressions 

319 towards a special food product such as ethnic or exotic foods (Verbeke and Lopez, 2005; 

320 Vanhonacker et al., 2010a; Lupton, 1994). The three symbolic values of European food are in 

321 line with the extra values of Western-style food products for Chinese consumers mentioned 

322 by some scholars: the consumption of Western food or other Western imported products is 
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323 considered as being fashionable, a status symbol and an aesthetic and emotional pleasure by 

324 mainland Chinese consumers (Zhou and Hui, 2003, Curtis et al., 2007).

325 Regarding sensory attribute beliefs, ‘delicate appearance’ (all the three models) and ‘tasty’ 

326 (the models for the total sample and the subsample of Xi’an) are positively associated to the 

327 general image of European food. While ‘sweet’ is a negative driver for it (the models for the 

328 total sample and the subsample of Xi’an). The monotonous taste, sweetness in particular is 

329 another obstacle for mainland Chinese consumers to have a positive image of European food. 

330 Additionally, ‘European heritage’ (all the three models) and ‘healthy’ (the models for the total 

331 sample and the subsample of Shanghai) positively influence the general image. ‘Simple 

332 preparation’, ‘wide assortment’ and ‘convenience’ are positively linked to the general image 

333 in only the model for the subsample of Shanghai. Only the item ‘expensive’ does not show a 

334 significant influence on the general image in each of the three models.

335 In general, the model for Shanghai shows more significant relationships (twelve) than that 

336 (eight) of Xi’an. This indicates a more complicated construct of attribute beliefs related to the 

337 general image of European food by consumers in Shanghai compared to Xi’an. The construct 

338 for consumers in Shanghai includes the attribute beliefs which can be obtained directly from 

339 consumption experiences such as cooking experiences (e.g. ‘simple preparation’ and 

340 ‘convenience’) or eating experience (e.g. ‘tasty’) (Oude Ophuis and Van Trijp, 1995). By 

341 contrast, the construct for consumers in Xi’an contains the product beliefs which can be 

342 gained without consumption experiences (e.g. ‘symbolic values’, ‘European heritage’, ‘safe’, 

343 ‘unfamiliar’ and ‘delicate appearance’), and it also includes the attribute belief related to 

344 sweetness (Oude Ophuis and Van Trijp, 1995).  

345 >> Insert Table 7

346

347 Conclusions

348 The demand for imported food products is growing dramatically in mainland China. This 

349 brings a great opportunity for European food marketers to exploit this huge and promising 

350 market so that they can expand their market share in an extremely competitive globalization 

351 era. This is the first study to present information about consumer beliefs, general image and 
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352 consumer segments in relation to European food in mainland China. European food has a 

353 unanimously positive image among mainland Chinese consumers. Furthermore, the 

354 characteristics of consumers of typical European food in mainland China are high income, 

355 having at least some overseas experience, having visited Europe or living in a big and 

356 developed city. In addition, ‘safe’ and ‘upscale’ are the most important attribute beliefs 

357 driving mainland Chinese consumers to have a positive image of European food; while 

358 ‘unfamiliar’ and ‘sweet’ are the most negative drivers of European food’s image. 

359 The findings can enlighten European food marketers to develop effective product positioning 

360 and marketing strategies in the mainland Chinese food market. Efforts should be done to keep 

361 or strengthen the advantages of European food such as ‘safety assurance’, as well as to 

362 improve its disadvantages such as ‘monotonous (sweet) taste’ and ‘unfamiliarity’ to mainland 

363 Chinese consumers. Such efforts will help more mainland Chinese consumers to know what 

364 the real European food is, and to familiarize with it. This will become the solid basis for 

365 European food marketers to succeed with traditional European products in mainland China.

366 This study focused on European food as a general type of food, without any specific food 

367 product at the forefront. Future studies could involve specific food products or product 

368 categories and assess Chinese consumers’ attitudes, preferences and behaviors towards 

369 European food. Given the nature of our survey, i.e. the use of an online questionnaire, and the 

370 relatively small sample does not fully represent the demographic characteristics of mainland 

371 China as well as the two cities involved.

372

373

374

375

376

377

378

379

380

381



14

382 References

383 Alice, T. (2013), “China’s packaged food market: capitalising on the rising demand for 
384 premium imported items”, Available at: http://economists-pick-
385 research.hktdc.com/business-news/article/Research-Articles/China-s-packaged-food-
386 market-capitalising-on-the-rising-demand-for-premium-imported-
387 items/rp/en/1/1X000000/1X09V7A5.htm (accessed 28 January 2014).
388 Alinna (2013), “China has become the biggest wine export market of EU”, Available at: 
389 http://www.wine.cn/html/201306/20677.html (accessed 28 January 2014).
390 Almli, V. L., Verbeke, W., Vanhonacker, F., Næs, T. and Hersleth, M. (2011), “General 
391 image and attribute perceptions of traditional food in six European countries”, Food 
392 Quality and Preference, Vol. 22 No. 1, pp. 129-138. 
393 Banterle, A., Cavaliere, A., Stranieri, S. and Carraresi, L. (2009), “European traditional food 
394 producers and marketing capabilities: An application of marketing management 
395 process”, Applied Studies in Agribusiness and Commerce–APSTRACT, Vol. 3 No. 5-
396 6, pp. 41-46. 
397 Civitello, L. (2011), Cuisine and culture: A history of food and people, John Wiley & Sons, 
398 New Jersey.
399 Curtis, K. R., Mccluskey, J. J. and Wahl, T. I. (2007), “Consumer preferences for western-
400 style convenience foods in China”, China Economic Review, Vol. 18 No. 1, pp. 1-14. 
401 Dang, B. H. (2010), “Research on the mergence of Chinese and western food culture”, 
402 Journal of Chongqing University of Science and Technology(Social Sciences Edition), 
403 No. 10, pp. 160-161. 
404 Gale, H. and Huang, K. (2007), “Demand for food quantity and quality in China”, USDA 
405 ERS Economic Research Report No. 32.
406 Guerrero, L., Claret, A., Verbeke, W., Enderli, G., Zakowska-Biemans, S., Vanhonacker, F. 
407 and Hersleth, M. (2010), “Perception of traditional food products in six European 
408 regions using free word association”, Food Quality and Preference, Vol. 21 No. 2, pp. 
409 225-233.
410 Guerrero, L., Guardia, M. D., Xicola, J., Verbeke, W., Vanhonacker, F., Zakowska-Biemans, 
411 S. and Hersleth, M. (2009), “Consumer-driven definition of traditional food products 
412 and innovation in traditional foods. A qualitative cross-cultural study”, Appetite, Vol. 
413 52 No. 2, pp. 345-354. 
414 Hawkins, D. and Mothersbaugh, D. (2009), Consumer behavior building marketing strategy, 
415 McGraw-Hill Irwin, Boston.
416 Hu, W., Cox, L. J. and Edwards, Q. A. (2007), “The market potential for gift baskets of 
417 Hawaiian food products in China”, Agribusiness, Vol. 23 No. 4, pp. 553-565.
418 Jordana, J. (2000), “Traditional foods: challenges facing the European food industry”, Food 
419 Research International, Vol. 33 No. 3, pp. 147-152.
420 Liu, R., Pieniak, Z., and Verbeke, W. (2013), “Consumers’ attitude and behaviour 
421 towards safe food in China: A review”, Food Control, Vol. 33 No. 1, pp. 93-
422 104. 
423 Liu, R., Pieniak, Z., and Verbeke, W. (2014), “Food-related hazards in China: 
424 Consumers’ perceptions of risk and trust in information sources”, Food 
425 Control, Vol. 46, pp. 291-298.



15

426 Liu, S., Smith, J. R., Liesch, P. W., Gallois, C., Ren, Y. and Daly, S. (2011), “Through the 
427 lenses of culture Chinese consumers’ intentions to purchase imported products”, 
428 Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology, Vol. 42 No. 7, pp. 1237-1250.
429 Lupton, D. (1994), “Food, memory and meaning: the symbolic and social nature of food 
430 events”, The Sociological Review, Vol. 42 No. 4, pp. 664-685. 
431 Milošević, J., Žeželj, I., Gorton, M. and Barjolle, D. (2012), “Understanding the motives for 
432 food choice in Western Balkan countries”, Appetite, Vol. 58 No. 1, pp. 205-214. 
433 Mitchell, A. A. and Olson, J. C. (1981), “Are Product Attribute beliefs the only mediator of 
434 advertising effects on brand attitude?”, Journal of Marketing Research, Vol. 18 No. 3, 
435 pp. 318-332.
436 National Bureau of Statistics of the People's Republic of China. (2013), China stastistical 
437 yearbook 2013, China Statistics Press, Beijing.
438 Netease. (2013). “A review on the market of Chinese study abroad in 2013”, Available at: 
439 http://edu.163.com/13/1226/15/9H1IOUEI00294IIH_all.html#p2 (accessed 19 March 
440 2014). 
441 Oude Ophuis, P. A. and Van Trijp, H. (1995), “Perceived quality: a market driven and 
442 consumer oriented approach”, Food quality and Preference, Vol. 6 No. 3, pp. 177-
443 183.
444 Pieniak, Z., Verbeke, W., Vanhonacker, F., Guerrero, L. and Hersleth, M. (2009), 
445 “Association between traditional food consumption and motives for food choice in 
446 six European countries”, Appetite, Vol. 53 No. 1, pp. 101-108. 
447 Sicular, T., Ximing, Y., Gustafsson, B. and Shi, L. (2007), “The urban–rural income gap and 
448 inequality in China”, Review of Income and Wealth, Vol. 53 No. 1, pp. 93-126. 
449 Steptoe, A., Pollard, T. M. and Wardle, J. (1995), “Development of a measure of the motives 
450 underlying the selection of food: the food choice questionnaire”, Appetite, Vol. 25 No. 
451 3, pp. 267-284. 
452 Thybo, A. K., Kühn, B. F. and Martens, H. (2004), “Explaining Danish children's preferences 
453 for apples using instrumental, sensory and demographic/behavioural data”, Food 
454 Quality and Preference, Vol. 15 No. 1, pp. 53-63. 
455 Vanhonacker, F., Lengard, V., Hersleth, M. and Verbeke, W. (2010a), “Profiling European 
456 traditional food consumers”, British Food Journal, Vol. 112 No. 8, pp. 871-886. 
457 Vanhonacker, F., Verbeke, W., Guerrero, L., Claret, A., Contel, M., Scalvedi, L. and Hersleth, 
458 M. (2010b), “How European consumers define the concept of traditional food: 
459 Evidence from a survey in six countries”, Agribusiness, Vol. 26 No. 4, pp. 453-476. 
460 Verbeke, W. (2015), “Profiling consumers who are willing to adopt insects as a meat 
461 substitute in a Western society”, Food Quality and Preference, Vol. 39 No. 1, pp. 
462 147-155.
463 Verbeke, W. and Lopez, G. P. (2005), “Ethnic food attitudes and behaviour among Belgians 
464 and Hispanics living in Belgium”, British Food Journal, Vol. 107 No. 11, pp. 823-
465 840. 
466 Wang, Z. K. and Shi, J. C. (2011), “The imbalanced development of China's regional 
467 economy: cause analysis”, Journal of Zhejiang University (Humanities and Social 
468 Sciences), Vol. 41 No. 6, pp. 91-102. 
469 Yan, L. (2014), “Chinese tourist numbers and spending soar”, Available at: 



16

470 http://www.ecns.cn/2014/01-30/99441.shtml (accessed 19 March 2014).
471 Zhang, X. Y., Dagevos, H., He, Y. N., van der Lans, I. and Zhai, F. Y. (2008), “Consumption 
472 and corpulence in China - A consumer segmentation study based on the food 
473 perspective”, Food Policy, Vol. 33 No. 1, pp. 37-47. 
474 Zhao, R. G. (2003), Chinese dietary culture overview (Vol. 6), Higher Education Press, 
475 Beijing.
476 Zhou, L. and Hui, M. K. (2003), “Symbolic value of foreign products in the People's Republic 
477 of China”. Journal of International Marketing, Vol. 11 No. 2, pp. 36-58. 
478 Zhou, L. (2012), “Why can the foreign milk powder 'dominate' Chinese market?”. Agriculture 
479 Economics, Vol. 2012 No. 4, pp. 25-27.
480 Zhou, Z. Y., Tian, W. M., Wang, J. M., Liu, H. B. and Cao, L. J. (2012 ), “Food consumption 
481 trends in China”, Australian Government Department of Agriculture, Fisheries 
482 and Forestry Report.
483
484
485
486
487
488
489
490



1

Table 1.

Socio-demographic details and overseas experiences of the sample

Total sample Shanghai Xi’an

Sample size (N) 541 259 282
Gender (%) 

Male 42.7 38.6 46.5
Female 57.3 61.4 53.5

Single status (%)
Yes 29.6 23.9 34.8
No 70.4 76.1 65.2

Age
Mean 35.63 37.16 34.23
SD 9.12 8.68 9.31
Range (years) 19- 68 19- 59 19-68
19- 30 (%) 32.2 24.3 39.4
31-40 (%) 31.2 34.4 28.3
> 40 (%) 36.6 41.3 32.3

Financial Situation (%)
Difficult- Moderate 10.4 5.4 14.9
Moderate 24 20.1 27.7
Moderate-Well off 65.6 74.5 57.4

Experience aboard (%)
Never 43.8 31.3 55.3

Duration
Less than one 
week

12.8 13.9 11.7

One week to one 
month

24.8 30.1 19.9

More than one 
month

18.6 24.7 13.1

Region (multiple choice)
Asia (outside 
China)

54.2 65.3 44

Europe 27.9 35.9 20.6
Other regions 22 29.3 15.3
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Table 2.

Attribute beliefs about European food 

Attribute belief Measurement Item

Expensive European foods are expensive.
Delicate appearance European foods have delicate appearances.
Safe The safety of European food is trustworthy.
Sweet European foods are too sweet.
Wide assortment There is a wide assortment of European foods.
Romantic When eating or thinking about European foods, it brings you 

romantic feeling.
Convenience It is convenient to prepare or eat European foods.
Simple preparation It is simple to cook or prepare European foods.
Tasty European foods are tasty.
Fashionable Eating European food is fashionable.
European heritage European food is cultural heritage of Europe.
Upscale European food is upscale.
Healthy Eating European foods is good for health.
Unfamiliar European food is unfamiliar.
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Table 3.

Segment profiling variables

People who have stayed in overseas for a long time Housewives/Housemen

People who have experience going abroad Females
People who visited Europe Males
Families with high income Old people 
Families with middle income Middle aged people
Families with low income Young people
Couples People living in big city
Single people People living in small city
Busy people (occupied) People living in rural area
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Table 4.

Mean values and standard deviations (SD) of attribute beliefs for the total sample (n=541)

Attribute Mean SD
Expensive 5.70 1.033
Delicate appearance 5.35 1.041
Safe 5.19 1.136
Sweet 5.11 0.979
Wide assortment 5.06 1.214
Romantic 5.01 1.162
Convenience 4.99 1.059
Simple preparation 4.90 1.165
Tasty 4.89 1.079
Fashionable 4,89 1.230
European heritage 4.88 1.187
Upscale 4.82 1.212
Healthy 4.68 1.165
Unfamiliar 4,58 1.398
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Table 5.

Sizes and mean scores of consumer segments

Segment 1 Segment 2 Segment 3
Attribute beliefs Positive-beliefs Negative-beliefs Unfamiliar
Delicate appearance 6.04 4.46 5.43
Simple preparation 5.61 4.51 4.66
Tasty 5.86 3.94 4.83
Healthy 5.92 3.77 4.40
Fashionable 6.04 3.66 4.86
Expensive 6.08 5.15 5.76
Sweet 5.34 4.79 5.15
Safe 6.17 4.17 5.17
Romantic 5.78 3.87 5.17
Wide assortment 5.76 4.10 5.18
Convenience 5.62 4.55 4.83
European heritage 5.70 4.08 4.81
Unfamiliar 4.25 4.59 4.78
Upscale 5.79 3.52 4.95
Segment size 
( % of sample)

29 26.4 44.6
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Table 6.

Socio-demographic characteristics and overseas experiences of consumer segments

Segment 1 Segment 2 Segment 3
Positive-beliefs Negative-beliefs Unfamiliar

City (%)
   Shanghai (n=259) 33.6 20.1 46.3
   Xi’an (n=282) 24.8 32.3 42.9
Gender (%)
    Male (n=231) 28.1 28.6 43.3
    Female (n=310) 29.7 24.8 45.5
Single status (%)
     Yes (n=160) 18.8 35.0 46.3
     No (n= 381) 33.3 22.8 43.8
Age (%)
19-30 (n=174) 23.0 32.8 44.3
31-40 (n=169) 34.9 21.9 43.2
 > 40 (n=198) 29.3 24.7 46.0
Financial Situation (%)
Difficult- Moderate (n=56) 8.9 39.3 51.8
Moderate (n=130) 17.7 35.4 46.9
Moderate-Well off (n=355) 36.3 21.1 42.5
Experience aboard (%)
Never (n=237) 17.3 39.7 43.0
Duration (%)
Less than one week (n=69) 37.7 20.3 42.0
One week to one month 
(n=134)

30.6 17.2 52.2

More than one month (n=101) 48.5 11.9 39.6
Region (%) (multiple choice)
Asia (outside China) (n= 293) 36.9 17.4 45.7
Europe (n=151) 51.7 11.3 37.1
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Table 7.

Weighted regression coefficients and model explanations of PLSR for the three models

General image of European food (Y)
Attribute beliefs (X)

Total sample Shanghai Xi’an
Delicate appearance 0.096 0.081 0.091
Simple preparation ns 0.028 ns
Tasty 0.084 0.092 ns
Healthy 0.077 0.089 ns
Fashionable 0.084 0.072 0.120
Expensive ns ns ns
Sweet -0.099 ns -0.099
Safe 0.197 0.103 0.191
Romantic ns 0.055 0.088
Wide assortment ns 0.063 ns
Convenience ns 0.031 ns
European heritage 0.066 0.051 0.099
Unfamiliar -0.138 -0.044 -0.120
Upscale 0.134 0.094 0.132
Model explanation 36% 34% 39%
Cross-validation 34% 27% 34%

Note: ns= no significant; Y= dependent variable of PLSR; X= independent variable of PLSR.
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Figure 1. Perceived profiles of typical user (or non-user) of European food in mainland China 
by participants (mean values, both for the total sample and the subsamples of the two cities)
Note: The X-axis is located at the scale’s midpoint in order to recognize the differences 
between segment profiling variables perceived as belonging to typical users of European food 
(mean value> 4) and non-users of European food (mean value< 4).
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Figure 2. Percentages of the frequencies of participants’ scores on general image scales for 
the total sample and the subsamples of the two cities


