
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

The Variance between Brand Positioning and Brand 

Perception 

-A Case Study about Volvo Cars in China 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Master Thesis in Business Administration 

Authors: 

Zheng Tian & Zhang Yaoqing 

Supervisors: 

Pär Vilhelmson & Ernst Hollander 

 

 

University of Gävle 

Department of Business Administration and Economic Study 

June 2011 

 



 

 
 

Abstract 

The thesis aim is to explore the variance between brand positioning and brand 

perception. A case study of the Volvo Car Corporation in the Chinese automobile 

market, is used to analysis the research questions.A questionnaire and an investigation 

are the main source of information for a quantitative and qualitative methodology. 

Based on the three theories to be used, which are market segmentation, brand 

positioning and brand perception, the empirical materials collected from the 

questionnaires and information from Volvo,the thesis interprets the brand positioning 

of Volvo motorcars in the Chinese automobile market in China and brand perceptions 

of Chinese consumers.Although there are several differences between brand 

positioning of the Volvo Car Corporation and brand perception of consumers, the 

obviousvariance still influences their purchasing of new products. 

 

Keywords: Brand positioning, Brand perception, Volvo cars, Chinese 
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1. Introduction 

Nowadays no product can be acceptable to every type of consumer, so brand 

positioning becomesmore and more important for companies. The theory of brand 

positioning was proposed many years ago. Marketing managers and advertising 

executives seek to establish appropriate brand association in the mind of consumers to 

differentiate the brand from competitors (Keller and Lehmann, 2006), and they do this 

by using brand positioning. Brand positioning is the act of designing the company’s 

offering and image to occupy a distinctive place in the mind of the target market. The 

end result of positioning is the successful creation of a customer-focused value 

proposition, a cogent reason why the target market should buy the product (Kotler, 

2003, p.308). But a well-done brand positioning doesn’t mean everything. If the brand 

perception of consumers is different from the brand positioning of the company, then 

product uptake by consumers will be slow. The marketing literature establishes that 

brand perceptions, attitudes and preferences, are strongly associated with brand 

choices as well as with market share (Achenbaum, 1972; Assael and Day, 1968; Lutz, 

1977). Furthermore, market share is positively related to profitability (Buzzell and 

Gale. 1987; Szymanski et al., 1993). So brand perception can directly influence brand 

performance and profitability, which means that brand perception is a very important 

factor for profitability of a company. The purpose of brand positioning is to acquire 

corresponding consumer brand perception. 

The Chinese Automobile market became the second biggest market in the world in 

2006. This is a market full of potential. Zhejiang Geely Holding Group Co., Ltd. is a 

large-scale private enterprise group established in 1986. It is mainly involved in the 

production of vehicles and spare parts.On March 28th, 2010, the Ford Motor company 

announced that they had signed the contract to sell Volvo cars to the ChineseGeely 

group. After that, the president of Geely,Li Shufu, saidthat recently the top managers 

of Volvo and he had different thoughts on new car model development. Li Shufu 

hopedthat Volvo would produce bigger cars in China as he wants Volvo to be able to 
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compete with Mercedes Benz and BMW luxury cars. The top managers in Volvo 

believe they should go the opposite way, making cars which are small, 

energy-efficient, and green. So the mergedcompanies do not have a clear brand 

positioning for Volvo, and consumers also have different brand perceptions.This 

research study will identify the brand positioning of Volvo in China, and Chinese 

consumer brand perceptionsof Volvo, and analyse the variance between them so that 

managers can clearly know what consumers think and make changes to their brand 

positioning and marketing strategy accordingly.  
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2. Research question 

The purpose of this research study is to clarify the brand positioningand brand 

perception of Volvo and the variance between them. The research questions are: 

a) What is the brand positioning of Volvo cars in the Chinese Automobile market? 

b) What are the brand perceptions of Chinese consumers in respect of the Volvo 

brand? 

c) What is the variance between brand positioning and brand perception for Volvo 

cars?  
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3. Theory 

The theory section mainly describes which theories will be used in the thesis. 

Documents related to market segmentation, brand positioning and brand perception 

are part of the in-depth research for the research questions.  

3.1 Market segmentation 

Market segmentation is the process whereby marketers investigate and survey a 

market in order to analyse consumer needs, desires, buying behaviors, buying habits 

(PhilipKotler, 2008 andMyers, J.H, 1996). The classification process splits the overall 

market of a product into a number of consumer groups. Every segment includes 

customer groups which have similar requirements. Market segmentation has five 

concepts. They are geographical segmentation, demographic segmentation, 

psychographic segmentation and behavioural segmentation. 

Geographical segmentation is based on global location factors such as country,city, 

weather and environment. Customers live in different locations which lead to different 

demands and preferences.  

Demographic segmentation is based on age, gender, occupation, income, family 

members, family life cycle, nationality, religion, internationality and other personal 

factors. These factors could be utilised to segment the market into different customer 

groups. Demographic variables can be measured more easily than others, and applied 

in a broad scope. Demographic segmentation is also a significant basis for market 

segmentation.  

Psychographic segmentation is based on life style, personality and buying motive to 

segment in several groups. An example is the business CEO who likes and can afford 

to buy luxury goods, but staff members tend to buy cheaper and practical products 

within their capacity. 

Behavioural segmentation is based on product usage, based upon time spent using the 

product, the number of products purchased such as three televisions per household, 
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purchase frequency and brand loyalty. Feedback is a useful way to investigate product 

perception.    

Advantages of market segmentation: 

a) It is favourable for selecting the target market and development of marketing 

strategies.  

b) It is beneficial in exploring market opportunities and creating new markets.  

c) It is conducive to concentrating manpower and material resources into the target 

market segment.  

d) It helps an enterprise to improve economic efficiency. 

 

3.2 Brand positioning definition 

The literature defines brand positioning as the perception that a target market has 

about a brand, relative to its competitors. Two points are emphasised in this definition. 

Firstly, positioning is perceptual. In other words, positioning is not factual andpertains 

to influencing customer perceptions of the product. Secondly, companies cannot 

position brands in isolation and they must be positioned relative to one or more 

competitors (Sujan, M. and Bettman, J.R, 1989). It is human nature to learn by 

making comparisons. When they get new knowledge and use it, at the same time they 

will make comparisons with existing information. So it is very natural for humans to 

have a perception of one brand relative to other brands. When a company states what 

their brand is, whether they like or not, they also imply what their competitor is not. 

 

3.2.1 How positioning works in memory 

Positioning and memory schema 

The information about one brand is in the mind of the consumer. As we mentioned 

before, when consumers gain new knowledge about one brand, they will compare it 

with the existing related knowledge in their memory about this product. Groups of 
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related concepts form what psychologists refer to as memory schema(Aaker, D.A. and 

Shansby, G.J, 1982). 

 

Marketers influence memory schema structure 

People continuously structure and restructure memory schema as they learn new 

things. As memory schemata（the plural of schema）are learned, they can therefore be 

taught (Alpert, F.H. and Kamins, M.A, 1995). Through advertising and other 

marketing communications, marketers make statements about their products and 

indirectly their competitors that attempt to teach people how to think about their brand. 

But marketers cannot teach consumers complicated or intricate schema. 

 

Positioning and product performance 

What is very important but can easily be ignored by companies is that brand 

positioning can only make a particular view of the brand in a consumer’s mind. The 

product itself must deliver on the promise of the brand’s positioning. The consumer 

learns much more about a brand from actual product performance than they do from a 

marketer’s communicated claims (Aaker, D.A, 2003 andBlankson, C, 2008). Indeed, 

if the brand’s performance cannot reinforce the marketer’s claims, the positioning will 

fail no matter how carefully a marketer strategizes about a brand’s position. 

3.2.2 Major positioning decisions 

Effective product positioning requires a great deal of thought and deliberation among 

marketers. The goal of these deliberations is to produce a written statement describing 

how the brand should be positioned relative to competitors. A positioning statement is 

a strategic document that clearly expresses the brand management’s desires as to the 

positioning of the brand and the products carrying the brand (DiMingo, E, 1988). A 

brand is positioned using all elements in the marketing mix, such as product design, 

distribution, pricing and so on. Any positioning statement should be written around 

the following three basic decisions. 
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3.2.2.1 Category positioning decision 

Position centrally in the category 

To understand central positioning one term category prototype should be learned first. 

In a consumer’s mind, every product category has a category prototype. Often the 

brand which created the product category, the pioneering brand becomes the category 

leader. In other instances, the brand with the greatest market share in the category 

becomes the category prototype(Dillon, W.R., Domzal, T. and Madden, T.J, 1986). 

When a consumer is asked to make a brand list in this product category, the first 

position is normally the category prototype. The idea behind positioning is to have 

consumers either view your brand as the category prototype or as good as the category 

prototype, but at a lower price. Not all brands are well suited for positioning 

themselves centrally in the category. Only certain kinds of brand are suitable for a 

central positioning strategywherethe brand is the recognised category leader, the 

brand which overtook the pioneer brand and came to be the market leader, and one 

kind of ’me too’ brand that delivers all of the same benefits as a category prototype, 

but features a significantly lower price (Ennis, F.B, 1982).  

 

Position in a differentiated location 

Except for the category prototype and brand which is supposed to be the category 

leader, others are follower brands. This kind of brand should try to differentiate 

themselves from centrally positioned brands. The follower brands should find 

attributes or benefitsdifferent from the category leader to positionthemselves. Because 

a ’me too’ brand has already acquired similar positioning at a lower price, price 

cannot be a different attribute on which to position brands. Differentiating brands 

must select a different non-prime attribute as the basis of their differentiation. 

Attributes key to positioning strategy are often designed into the product during its 

development  
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3.2.2.2 Positioning content decision  

After the category positioning, marketers have to choose or make benefits for 

consumers according to their positioning. This means they need to decide the content 

of the positioning strategy, the positioning content decision (Keller, K.L and Lehmann, 

D.R, 2006, and Morgan, R.E., Strong, C and McGuinness, T, 2003). 

 

Content for centrally positioned brands 

The content of a centrally positioned brand is not complicated at all. Because they are 

category leaders and in essence represent various categories so they should not 

position on benefits characteristic to the product category. Instead they should 

encourage comparisons to other brands on the basis of popularity in the case of 

category pioneers. Centrally positioned me-too brands, by definition, claim the 

characteristic category benefits, but encourage comparisons on the basis of price. 

 

Content for differentially positioned brands 

Category prototypes of products are the most important attribute or special benefit 

reasons to consumers. Marketers have a big challenge to select attributes for 

positioning brand should base on brands presents (Ingenhoff,D, and Fuhrer, T., 2010). 

Marketers have to handle brand category data depending on market segmentation 

notes.  

There are two models to help a marketer to do a positioning for products which are 

Competitive Attribute Profile and Model of Benefit Delivery.  

The Competitive Attribute Profile is used to collect research data to compare products 

total impressions, by marketers. Depending on segmentation notes, marketers should 

find various attributes to compare several competing brands. There are three levels 

which are below category average, category average and above category average 

which must be evaluated. Figure 1 is an example of hotels wherex shows different 
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services offered by the hotels and y describes which level they are. 0-2 is below 

category average, 3-4 is in category average, 5-7 is above category average. 

 

 

Fig.1. Competitive Attribute Profile 

 

The model of benefit delivery (Figure 2) is helpful for marketers to make the correct 

targeting decisions for product content. Too many products have similar features in 

the market. Under this model, the best option for marketers is to look for an attribute 

has not been claimed or provided by competitor brands. This model has shown that 

products not only provide functional attributes, but also psychological benefits. 

Marketers depend on this model to analyse which position is better suited to their 

products. 
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Fig.2. Model of Benefit Delivery 

Positioning Content possibilities:  

Positioning content based on attributes 

Positioning content based on attribute’s delivery of functional benefit 

Positioning content based on functional benefit 

Positioning content based on functional benefit’s delivery of psychological benefit 

Positioning content based on psychological benefit 

Positioning content based on functional benefits overcoming negative psychological 

effect 

3.2.2.3 Position referent decision 

All comparisons require some point of reference in order to draw conclusions about 

the things being compared. The position referent decision helps consumers make the 

comparisons by offering them a beginning reference point in order to compare brands. 

The position referent decisions centers mainly on promotion and distribution 

decisions (Sujan, M. and Bettman, J.R, 1989). 

 

Three position referents  

a) Product-focused positioning 

The majority of brands position themselves using a product focus. A brand will select 

some product attribute or a benefit it provides (say, benefit X) and then emphasise to 
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consumers that ’our product is the one that provides benefit X’. A product-focused 

approach does not exclude users. Users also enjoy the benefits the product provides. 

The difference is that the point of the positioning is to say something about the 

product, to communicate directly the characteristics of the product but not the 

characteristics of the user. 

b) User-focused positioning 

Here, the brand’s users take centre stage as a point of reference for positioning. The 

idea is to describe brand users in a favourable light because of their usage of the brand. 

User-focus positioning also cannot exclude product. Indeed, often product benefits 

must be specified as an explanation for the favourable description of the brand users. 

However, the focus of the brand positioning lies squarely on how the user should 

regard themselves as a result of the brand’s benefits. 

c) Competitor-focused positioning 

Sometimes marketers directly use competitors as a positioning referent. All 

positioningefforts attempt to encourage consumers to infer difference between brands. 

With a competitor focus, marketers make strong reference to a single competitor or a 

group of competitors.  

d) Choosing a positioning referent 

Most consumer product marketers prefer the product-focused positioning approach. It 

is easy to attract attention to the benefits of products in this way. A user-focused 

positioning referent will be effective when the users are conscious of how others 

perceive them. They like to be considered as choosy people. It is said that 

competitor-focused positioning referent will be a good approach when fierce 

competition exists. But fierce competition is not a necessary condition for 

competitor-focused positioning. Likewise, one brand will feel that competitor-focused 

positioning is useful when it attempts to use a benefit or attribute which had already 

been claimed by another company.    

 



 

 
 

12

3.2.3 The brand positioning statement 

Finally, after all the processes and preparations mentioned before are done, a company 

can develop a positioning statement which can give a clear description of their brand 

positioning. A brand positioning statement should be regarded as a strategic document 

which can provide different guidance into marketing mix variables (Fuchs, C., and 

Diamantopoulos, A., 2009). Market segmentation and positioning decisions made 

before will also be utilised for the brand positioning statement. The mechanics to 

make product positioning and brand positioning should maintain consistency.One 

simple format that may be useful for writing the positioning statement follows(Oliver 

Koll and Sylvia von Wallpach, 2009). The format merely states some of the 

positioning and segmentation decisions in summary form. 

1.  (Brand or product name) should be the (central or differentiated) choice. 

2.  For (target market description or label). 

3.  Shopping for (product category). 

4.  Because (brand or product) provides (benefit from position content) a sample of 

positioning statement might be as follows.Goodyear tyres should be the differentiated 

choice for safety conscious moms and dads shopping for passenger vehicle tyres 

because Goodyear’s deeper grooves provide better traction on the road. 

3.3 Brand perception 

Brand perception is defined on a question model which is known as the Brand Asset 

Valuator to investigate consumer feedback. This model is used in a postal 

self-administered questionnaire sent to customers every three years. It has been used 

to investigate 450 global brands in 19 countries and more than 8000 local brands in 24 

countries (Young & Rubicam, 1994).  

The Brand Asset Valuator includes four dimensions which are differentiation, 

relevance, esteem and knowledge (Figure 3). Differentiation and relevance are taken 

together and reflected in its growth potential - brand vitality, while esteem and 

knowledge are both dimensions in current power of a brand - brand stature. These 
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four dimensions have an indivisible relationship with each other. One of them cannot 

be independently used to measure brand value. From differentiation to knowledge 

each step is more like a kind of progressive relationship. 

.  

Differentiation 

Differentiation is important and based on brand perception. A brand difference is 

smaller rather thana weaker part of the brand meaning. At the same time, brand 

strength, customer choice, brand nature and potential market are all driven by 

differentiation. All brands are begun and defined by differentiation. As stated above, 

differentiation is the main reason for brand emergence and existence.  

 

Relevance 

This aspect measures a brand’s personal adaptability for the consumer. Relevance 

cannot be viewed separately on brand success. Relevance has to combine with 

differentiation to be the brand’s strength. This is an important indicator of brand 

performance and brand potential in the future. If a brand has no meaning and no 

personal adaptability to the consumer, customers and markets would be lost very 

quickly. On the other hand, relevance has a deep relationship with market penetration. 

The scale of sales is driven by relevance (PrahladKrishnamurthi, 2007 Oct. 20, IIFT 

Delhi). 

 

Esteem 

Esteem reflects the degree of a customer’s preference for the brand. Quality and 

popularity are both important factors of brand-building activity for consumer. Also, 

these two factors vary between different cultures and countries. What is the customer 

thinking? The Brand Asset Valuator is very helpful in managing customer behaviours 

and perceptions and help to re-valuate the brand’s value or influence(An-Tien Hsieh 

and Chung-Kai Li, 2008).  
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Knowledge  

Knowledge is identified by brand awareness and understanding of the consumer. 

Consumer and brand relationshipsare reflected in whether the brand concept, brand 

content and brand value is known or not. Brand knowledge comes from Brand 

building activity. Knowledge is basically formatted on the above three steps. 

 

 

Fig.3. Brand Asset Valuator (Young & Rubicam, 1994) 

 

Overall the Brand Asset Valuator model advantage is that it is easy to cover the scale 

of brands and a wide range of product categories. It is not the traditional perception of 

a memory model,as it is more creative and innovative. The limitation of this model 

could be that it must be based on large data sets. Collection of data and investigation 

of consumer feedback are both time consuming.  
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4. Method 

Blumberg(2005)stated that a qualitative study is based on qualitative information such 

as sentences, words and descriptions. These descriptions should relate tothe figures 

and data collection from the quantitative information. This thesis depends on 

investigation and research, from information from the VolvoCars web page and 

investigating of Chinese consumer feedback, in order to understand what brand 

positioning was done after the Geely merger with Volvo cars, and what the brand 

perception was from a consumer perspective.  

4.1 Data collection 

Data collection is planning to collect useful information on key issues engendered by 

the process (Blumberg, 2005).Data collection includes four parts of this thesis which 

are research design, choice of enterprise, and design of questionnaires and 

investigation of the targeted company.  

4.1.1 Research design 

Research design is the introduction to the research.Table 1 shows what methods are 

used in this thesis. 

Table 1 

This thesis has designed to investigate 

Items  Function  

Data collection Investigate, questionnaire, read news,corporate home page  

Study type Case study 

Research question Exploratory study 

Study purpose Description  
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4.1.2 Choice of enterprise 

Based on the research question there are five requirements necessary for the 

enterprise: 

 Enterprise has to have poor customer perceptions 

 Enterprise has to have unclear brand positioning. 

 Enterprise has to be influential and historical. 

 Enterprise has to be an auto dealership. 

 Enterprise has to have a market in China no matter where it started. 

 

Inorder to meet the above conditions, the Volvo Auto Company was selected. Volvo is 

a very famous car manufacturer from Sweden. It was first established in 1927. Volvo 

Auto Company is the biggest auto company in northern Europe. On March 28th, 2010, 

the Ford Motor company announced that they had already signed the contract to sell 

Volvo cars to the China Geely group. The president of Geely, Li Shufu wants Volvo to 

be a luxury car like BMW, but the Volvo top managers think they should go in the 

opposite direction, and manufacture the safest cars as before. So the managers cannot 

create a clear brand positioning for Volvo, and consumers also have confused brand 

perceptions. 

4.1.3 Design of Questionnaire  

The aim of the questionnaire was to analyse Chinese customer perspectives on several 

aspects of the Volvo (see Appendix 1): 

 The brand image of Volvo  

 Characteristics of Volvo cars  

 Which type of consumer is Volvo best suited to? 

 How should Volvo develop itself in the future? 

 The people who received the questionnaire were in different age groups and 

occupations. The information was collected from different classes in order to 

reduce limitation and bias. The data from the questionnaire formed the primary 
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data for the brand perception analysis (Agarwal, J. and Malhotra, N.K, 2005). 

4.1.4 Investigation about our targeted company 

The views of the executives in China and Sweden were inconsistent. The 

representatives in China want to make luxury cars to compete with Mercedes Benz 

and BMW in the domestic market,while in contrast, the executives from Sweden are 

leaning towards small, energy-efficient and green style cars. In order to avoid the 

difference of opinion, interviewswere not executed in either country, but the 

researchers learned about their products, observed the behaviour of the company and 

explored the philosophy of Volvo. The different information that was collected was 

used as secondary data to analyse brand positioning. 

4.2 Data analysis 

After completing the questionnaires, investigating Volvo Auto Company and finding 

information from websites and newspapers, the data collection was complete and 

ready for analysis based on the theories section. Our analysis approach is a deductive 

approach, meaningthat existing theories were used to analysethe resultsfrom the 

empiricalstudies. The difference between the deductive approach and inductive 

approach is that an inductive approach is used mainly to firstlyanalyse empirical data 

and to then create new theories.  
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4.3 The structure of the study process 

 

Fig.4. 

4.4 The work breakdown structure 

A Gantt chart is a simple devicewhich represents time as a bar, or channel, on a chart. 

Often the charts themselves are made up of long channels into which coloured pieces 

of paper can be slotted to indicate what is happening with a job or a work center 

(Gantt, 1917). 
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Fig.5.the Gantt-chart (Appendix 2) 

4.5 Research quality 

Reliability and validityconsist of research quality.  
 

Reliability 

Reliability indicates that new researchers following the same methodology could get 

the same result as the previous researchers got (Yin, 2003). Reliability mentions how 

many biases and errors occurred during theresearch study. In this survey the 

respondentsare all Chinese and are our friends, family, and classmates who knowthe 

Volvo car brand. The respondents’ age range is from young to old and they are from 

different occupations. This questionnaire is based on brand perception theories.The 

questionnaire was translated into Chinese for theserespondents.This questionnaire is 

objective and rational. All the questions were based on VolvoCars brand positioning, 

VolvoCars news information and Chinese customer feedback.Severalquestionnaires 

with errors, such as those where not all questions were answered, were not used in the 

final statistics. Lastly, the total number of respondents was 250 people. There were 

234 questionnairesreceived which were useful. Based on the above description, this 

research work is of high level reliability. The materials are reliable.  

 

Validity 

Validity can be described as a match between actuality and theory. There are three 

types of validity, construct validity, internal validity and external validity(Remenyi, 
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2002). Based on these validity criteria, this research is from multiplesources of 

respondents. They are of different gender, age and occupation. They are perceptiveand 

represent Chinese consumer's’feedback onVolvo cars. So this thesis has high construct 

validity. An anonymousquestionnaire that results in answers being honest and 

objective was selected. At the same time, views from respondents which gave us more 

perspectives about VolvoCars were also received. Therefore, this research got a lot of 

attention and understanding. It has shown all views and advice from respondents. And 

all the data has been writtenup in theempirical findingsto ensure a high level of 

internal validity. VolvoCars brand positioning information is from the VolvoCars web 

page. The VolvoCars web page shows public information effectively and objectively. 

The information belongs to Volvo and isofficialand impersonal. That determines a 

high level of external validity. 
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5. Empirical components 

Empirical parts include three main parts which are the background of the corporation, 

the results of the questionnaire and the result of the Volvo Cars Corporation brand 

positioning. They describeChinese customers’ feedback and VolvoCars current 

positioning. All the information is based on true data.  

5.1 Background of corporation 

On March 28th, 2010, the Ford Motor company announced that they had signed a 

contract selling Volvo cars to the Chinese Geely group. On August 2nd, 2010, 

Zhejiang Geely Holding Group Co., Ltd. had completed the acquisition of all the 

shares of Volvo Cars Corporation. The total cost of the acquisition was USD1.8 

billion (China hourly, 2011/05/22). Stefan Jacoby is the new CEO of Volvo Car 

Corporation. Recently, Volvo Car Corporation's global headquarters announced a new 

senior management structure (Ingnition.my, 2011/05.22). Volvo Cars’ Chinese 

headquarters were fully upgraded. Mr. ShenHui was appointed as Senior Vice 

President of Volvo Cars and Chairman of Volvo Cars China. He would be responsible 

for production and business operations in China. Dr. AlexandelKlose is the CEO of 

Volvo Cars sales in China. Geely Group will retain factories in Sweden and Belgium, 

but will also in time construct new factories in China, bringing the production closer 

to the Chinese market. The president of China Geely,Li Shufu, said that China is the 

biggest auto market and will become the second local market for Volvo cars. As a 

world renowned luxury brand, Volvo cars will release huge market potential in rapidly 

developing China. Ford Cars president and CEO Alan Mulally said, Volvo is a great 

brand with great products. This agreement is helpful for the sustainable development 

of Volvo Cars to lay a solid foundation (Geely, 2011/05/19). 
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5.1.1 Volvo Car Corporation 

The Volvo Car Corporation is one of the car industry’s strongest brands, with a long 

and proud history of world-leading innovations. The name Volvo is Latin, meaning 

“roll forward”. Founded in Gothenburg, Sweden, by Gustaf Larson and Assar 

Gabrielsson, the first car left the factory on 14 April, 1927(Volvo cars, 2011/05/19). 

At present, Volvo Car Corporation has 19,000 employees in the world. There are 

approximately six million Volvo car owners. Volvo Car Corporation has set up 

manufacturing plants and assembly lines in Sweden, Belgium, China and Malaysia, 

and production was 311,413 units in 2009. At the same time, Volvo car had sales of 

334,808 units. The largest-selling model is the XC60. The top five markets are the 

United States, Sweden, United Kingdom, Germany and China. The Volvo Car 

Corporation has set up sales and service networksin more than 100 countries in the 

world with more than 2,400 sales outlets. The Volvo Car Corporation mission is safety, 

quality and environment. Volvo Car’s environmental vision is DRIVeTowards Zero 

(Volvo Cars, 2011/05/19). And the small letter e in the name is for environmental.  

In addition to the external environment, all internal fabrics have passed the 

international Oeko-Tex Association,Oeko-Tex 100 certified hypoallergenic standards. 

Volvo Car Corporation is the only automobile manufacturing company certified, 

which reflects Volvo cars as a luxury brand which cares for people in terms of 

environmental protection.  

5.1.2 Zhejiang Geely Holding Group Co., Ltd. 

Zhejiang Geely Holding Group Co., Ltd. is a large-scale private enterprise group 

established in 1986. The main operations are production of vehicles and automobile 

parts. Since 1997 the Geely Group has been in the motorcar industry (Geely, 

2011/05/19). It is one of the top ten auto industry companiesin China. Zhejiang Geely 

Holding Group Co., Ltd. has its headquartersin Hangzhou, Zhejiang Province. Linhai, 

Ningbo, Luqiao and Shanghai are the four main manufacturing centres. Zhejiang 

Geely Holding Group Co., Ltd. currently employs more than 8,000 staff, including 
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1,500 engineering and technical personnel, more than 18 percent of the total number 

in currently.  

Since the end of 2006, Zhejiang Geely Holding Group Co., Ltd. has established 26 

overseas agents and 128 sales and service outlets, and total exports amount to nearly 

30,000 units of Geely cars. Zhejiang Geely Holding Group Co., Ltd. 

Zhejiang Geely Holding Group Co., Ltd. and its subsidiaries have all passed the 

ISO9000 quality system certification. In order to adapt to the international market and 

the Group's strategic development needs, the Group and the subsidiaries have fully 

launched the TS16949 system construction and certification, the EU's ECE, U.S. DOT 

and EPA certification etc (Auto.sohu, 2011/05/19). 

The Zhejiang Geely Holding Group Co., Ltd. mission is to follow the general, local 

beyond, major breakthroughs, careers, cooperation and unite and catch up. Its vision 

is dedication, innovation, communication and hard work. Zhejiang Geely Holding 

Group Co., Ltd. is focused on technological and management innovation, and actively 

participates in international competition and cooperation. Zhejiang Geely Holding 

Group Co., Ltd. wants to create a good car at an affordable price, and let Geely cars 

be sold all over the world.  

5.2 Results of questionnaire 

A questionnaire was created to collect the opinions of consumers in China, about 

Volvo cars and it was expected to get consumer brand perceptions from the data. 

These consumers are from different cities, occupations and age groups. In total 234 

people completed the questionnaire (Appendix 1). There was sufficient data to get a 

general perception about Volvo cars in China. There were 66 students, 77 staff who 

employed in various companies, 9 businessmen, and 70 staff working in Government 

departments and 12 people who have other occupations. The study showed that 113 

people care about the brand very much when they plan to buy a car, and105 people 

said they care about the brand but not that much, and 3 people said they donot care 

about brand at all. Many characteristics of the cars were listed for the participants to 
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select for Volvo cars. Approximately 100 thought that Volvo cars are steady, practical, 

safe and low-key. A further 40 people voted Volvo as elegant, high-end, urban style 

and simple, While 20 people thoughtit has strong personality, with advanced sporty 

and luxurious characteristics.Only 20 people selected the characteristic of being a 

green car. A reasonable 158 people thought Volvo Cars’ performance is good, 92 

people said it is normal, 46 said it is very good and only 1 person not good. While 94 

people thought the cost performance of Volvo cars is high, 166 people said it is 

average, 18 thought it is low and only 6 thought it is very high. 88 people thought 

Volvo cars are more suitable for businessmen, 68 people selected employees in a 

company, 59 people selected staff in government, and 36 people said other 

occupations. There were 178 people who thought that Volvo cars are more suitable for 

people who love a high quality of life and have a passionate attitude, while 33 people 

thought it more suitable for the people who like a luxurious lifestyle. Only 18 people 

selected fashionable, young and active, 166 people thoughtthat Volvo cars are reliable, 

38 said it is very reliable, and 42 thought it average. Only a few people thought it not 

reliable. Most of the people, 95, showed that they like Volvo cars, 22 people said they 

liked the brand very much, 52 people said they like it a little,and only 6 people said 

they donot like this brand. Many people think Volvo should develop new 

characteristics and reduce the price, and increase the production volume, some people 

think Volvo should increase its level and maintain the existing characteristics. Safety 

is one of the most famous attributes of Volvo cars. Most people said this attribute was 

still attractive to them. Very few people said it was not attractive and that they don’t 

care about this attribute. Most thought Volvo cars are more suitable for working and 

business, leisure and hobby. 

5.3 Result of Volvo Cars Corporation brand positioning 

Volvo is a developing and potential luxury car brand in China (Volvo cars, 

2011/05/19). According to a variety ofsources from the Volvo Cars home page, they 

have approximately eighty years of glorious history and international operations. It 
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has grownwith advanced products, and markets, developing a network strategy in 

China.  

The brand core values mentioned in their official website are safety, environment, 

quality and design.  

 

Fig.6.brand pyramid of Volvo cars (Volvo cars, 2011/05/19) 

 

Figure 6 shows a brand pyramid built by Volvo Cars Corporation to analyse the most 

important values and attributes Volvo Cars have in the different classes.At the bottom, 

premium quality, customer experience and driving dynamics are the basic attributes 

which a car brand should have if they want to compete in the premium market 

segmentation. Volvo cars have these qualifications. In the middle of the pyramid is 

modern Scandinavian design and environmental care which makes Volvo cars 

different from other car brands. This can also be seen as a new attractive point to 

customers. On the top of the pyramid is safety. This means safety is the most 

important attribute and best advantage Volvo has. What makes Volvo Cars unique in 

the automotive world is its focus on human values in life. Caring about yourself and 

others, the safety concept encompasses not only the passengers of the car, but also 

passengers in other cars, and pedestrians. Environmental care goes beyond legislation 

and consideration for customers (Volvo cars, 2011/05/19). This figure gives a clear 

and general image of brand positioning of Volvo cars group. 
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First, safety is Volvo cars’ guiding principle. Second, Volvo cars brand allegations are 

passionate, innovative and enterprising. Leading life is a new concept which Volvo 

Cars started in 2010. ’Life is more than Volvo, but we can design and manufacture 

better cars. That is how we put your life first.’ Under the leading life concept, there 

are three main points, innovation, leading and life. Innovation includes creating 

security technology to protect millions of lives and creating a new driving concept 

which can bring happiness to people when they enjoy their driving experience. 

Innovation in environmental care is mainly on a Drive concept, environmental 

protection and energy reduction, and the target of zero emissions. Innovation in 

design is embodied in the classic vehicles are P1800, XC60, C30, C70.Innovation in 

luxury and quality,in order to create a distinguished life. 

 

Fig.7. Volvo car C30 (Volvo cars, 2011/05/19) 

 

Volvo Cars Corporation believes that they have a long history and an international 

operation. Many world famous politicians prefer Volvo cars. At the same time, Volvo 

cars are chosen by famous personalities in the fields of entertainment and sport. Volvo 

cars are promoting one kind of life attitude which is positive, healthy and 

hard-working. For life, Volvo Cars Corporation has created several healthy sports 

competitions startingin 1995, such as the Volvo Masters/Amateur World Open, and 
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the Volvo ocean race Figure 8.  

 

Fig.8.Volvo ocean race (Volvo cars, 2011/05/19) 

 

Volvo cars think their cars are best suited for people of good taste and a passionate 

attitude, pay attention to the quality of their life, but donot like to show off. As a 

Volvo driver, he should understand the real meaning of life. They never show off how 

rich they are by a Volvo car they own. Volvo cars’ honour is not external, but internal. 

These are differences between Volvo cars and other luxury cars brand. 
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6. Analysis 

The analysis part is very important. Based on the empirical data collected, combined 

with the analysis of the questionnaires, and VolvoCars positioning, it is clear that 

variances exist.  The Volvo Cars’ brand positioning strategy is not perceived by 

Chinese customers. 

6.1 Analysis of questionnaire 

In fact before we got the results of the questionnaires, we were really very curious 

about how people perceived Volvo cars,because when we were collecting the data for 

this thesis, it was found that there are many quite different viewpoints on Volvo cars. 

The various comments from different groups showed that there are big conflicts about 

the brand perception of Volvo cars and Chinese consumers donot know this brand 

very well. There might be a number of reasons for the unclear perceptions of Chinese 

consumers, about Volvo cars. Some people said that Volvo is luxurious car, like Benz 

and BMW. Some people think it is just a normal brand, like Toyota. Some people said 

safety is an attribute which cannot be seen and not attractive, low key and luxurious 

are not the attributes which can be gathered in one brand. They think luxurious cars 

are not low key, and low key cars cannot be luxurious. Safety, efficiency and green 

should not be attributes of luxurious cars. And some people declared that the cost 

performance of Volvo cars is very low, and they hope that the Volvo Cars Corporation 

can reduce the price, so that then they might consider buying Volvo cars. 

The final counts of 234 questionnaires were received, and the results allowed for the 

analysis of the original brand perception of Chinese consumers about Volvo cars. 

There were 159 males and 75 females in different age groups and various occupations 

who answered the questionnaire about their perceptions of Volvo. These were broken 

down into 66 students, 70 staff in government, 77 employees in companies, 9 

businessmen and 12 people doing other occupations. Most of the people showed they 

care about brand when they plan to buy a car. Generally speaking, people think Volvo 
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is a semi-high-end or middle brand as indicated inFigure 9. 

 

Fig.9.Volvo Cars level in customer’s mind 

 

The attributes of Volvo cars are steady, practiced, low-key and safety (Figure 10).  

 

Fig.10. Characteristics of Volvo cars by customer 

Although some people announcedon the internet that safety is not an attractive point 

now, but according to the result of our questionnaire, there are still many people who 

think Volvo should maintain this attribute and showed that this is still very attractive 

for them. But they also think Volvo should develop new attributes for their cars 

(Figure 11).  
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Fig.11. how will Volvo develop itself in the future in your opinion? 

 

People like and trust this brand. They think the cost performance of Volvo is lowand 

they think Volvo should reduce the price and increase the production volume. This 

sounds strange but there are reasons behind this. This means most people are satisfied 

with the cost performance of Volvo, but because they think that Volvo is just a middle 

brand, so they should reduce price and increase production volume. Most of people 

think that Volvo is more suitable for businessmen, but there are only 9 businessmen 

who answered the questionnaire. The perception in people’s minds is that Volvo is for 

businessmen (Figure 12).  
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These attributes match with people’s character and guides them to pay attention to the 

quality of life and to have a passionate attitude. 

6.2 Analysis of Volvo cars’ brand positioning 

There is a very detailed and comprehensive description of brand positioning for Volvo 

cars on their official website. Both the Chinese and English versions were read and 

integrated with all the other data collected. They mentioned clearly that Volvo is fast 

developing as a luxury car brand (Volvo cars, 2011/05/19). Volvo has long glorious 

history and international operation.  

 

Position centrally in the category  

Safety is the most famous attribute and guiding principle of Volvo cars. They showed 

in Figure 6 that Volvo carsare in the leading position in safety. Leading life is a new 

concept for Volvo cars which starts in 2010. Volvo’s advertisements claimed that ‘life 

is more than Volvo’ and ’we put your life first’. In the segmented market, Volvo cars 

are definitely category pioneers in respect of safety. 

.  

Position in a differentiated location 

Besides the attribute of safety, Volvo cars need to provide other benefits to consumers 

too. In Figure 6 the differentiation of Volvo cars from others is displayed. The 

differentiation Volvo offers is modern Scandinavian design and environmental care. 

Volvo is just brand leader in the segmented market of safety. But except for this 

attribute, it still should have other special benefits which they can provide to their 

customer. These points are Scandinavian design and environmental care. Other than 

these two points which is showed in the figure very clearly, there are also other brand 

attributes defined for Volvo cars such as passionate, innovative and enterprising. 
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Content for centrally positioned brands  

This content is what marketers make to describe the detailed benefits they can offer to 

the customer. What makes Volvo Cars unique in the automotive world is its focus on 

human values in life. Caring about yourself and others, the safety concept 

encompasses not only the passengers of the car, but also passengers in other cars, and 

pedestrians (Volvo cars, 2011/05/19). Volvo Cars Corporation said, every Volvo car 

has the efforts we have made for safety for 70 years, what you are driving is not only 

a car, but our promise. Under this promise of safety, they offer accident avoidance, 

harm reduction, and keep innovation. 

Content for differentially positioned brands 

The core values of the brand mentioned in their official website are safety, 

environment, quality and design. Their differentiated locations are Scandinavian 

design and environmental care. Their brand allegations are passionate, innovative and 

enterprising. Now they are trying to make new types of cars which are young, active, 

and fashionable. They emphasised that Volvo cars are low-key. Safety is the area in 

which they are in the leading position. Except for this point, all other points are 

Volvo’s differentiated attributes. 

Product-focused positioning 

1. Volvo cars best guarantee the quality of your driving experience in detail.  

2. Volvo cars always innovate. Whatever security, design, science, technology, 

environment or protection, Volvo cars are hard working for perfect performance.  

3. Volvo cars have different views about life and implement them to realise the value 

of a different life.  
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User-focused positioning 

Volvo cars think their cars are more suitable for people who have good taste, a 

passionate attitude, who pay attention to the quality of life, and who enjoy a luxury 

life but donot show off. A Volvo driver should understand the real meaning of life.  

 

Competitor-focused positioning 

They didnot mention any thing about competition on their website, and they didnot 

use any competitor positioning. 

 

According to Volvo, because their attributes are steady, practiced, safe and low-key, 

they match with people’s character - pay attention to the quality of life and have a 

passionate attitude. 

 

In the theoretical part, the Brand Asset Valuator was introduced to investigate 

consumer feedback. The Brand Asset Valuator includes four dimensions which are 

differentiation, relevance, esteem and knowledge.Differentiation and relevance are 

taken together and are seen to be reflected in its growth potentialbrand vitality, while 

esteem and knowledgeare reflected in the current power of a brand- brand stature. 

These four dimensions have an indivisible relationship with each other. All brands 

arebegun and defined by differentiation. As mentioned above, differentiation is the 

main reason for brand emergence and existence. Thelevel attributes and target client 

group of Volvo cars differentiate this brand. People’s trust and affection towards 

Volvo belong in the esteem dimension. The cost performance isincluded in the 

reference dimension. And the combination of all these perceptions is the knowledge 

people have about Volvo cars. 
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6.3 Deviation between brand positioning and brand perception 

The Chinese motorcar market is different from the global motorcar market, which is 

more like the American car market. Last year, the American car market sold 104 

million cars, 28% less sales volumes than in 2008. Globally the motorcar market is 

currently saturated. The Chinese motorcar market however, is still strong with 136 

million cars sold last year, and sales volumes having increased 45% over 2008. If the 

Volvo Cars Corporation wants to earn more profits in China, it has to meet Chinese 

customer tastes exactly.  

Based on the above,and reviewing in the context of the Volvo brand positioning and 

Chinese customers’ brand perception, there are several variances found between the 

brand positioning and brand perception. 

i. From the Chinese customers’ brand perception survey, it was shown that most 

people think Volvo car belong to semi-high-end level or middle-end level. But Volvo 

Cars Corporation mentioned that Volvo car is fast developing as a luxury car brand in 

China. This is one of the main variances between Volvo’s brand positioning and 

Chinese consumer perceptions, which can affect their thinking about Volvo cars in 

other aspects. 

ii. Figure 14 shows the characteristics of Volvo brand positioning compared to. 

Chinese customer brand perception. The blue vertical bar stands for the brand 

perception of Chinese consumer about the attributes of Volvo car. The length of 

vertical bar length depends on the percentage of votes they got. Green vertical bars 

stand for the brand positioning of Volvo Cars Corporation. There are two different 

lengths. The longer ones are the attributes which are strongly emphasized by the 

Volvo Cars Corporation while the short ones are the attributes which are deemed to 

not be that important. According to thisgraph, practicality, safety and low-key are the 

attributes which werecommon to both Chinese consumers and the Volvo Cars 

Corporation. This means practicality, safety and low-key are successfully positioned 

in the consumer’s mind. Green, traditional, simple, sporty and advanced are also 

attributes which the Volvo Cars Corporation think they have, but Chinese consumers 
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positioning in the fashion and youth context. Few Chinese customers believe that 

Volvo cars are youthful, active and fashionable. But, as mentioned above, Volvo has 

already made cars which are youthful active and fashionable. And in the future, they 

will develop more cars which have this style. They plan to develop these three 

attributes for Volvo cars and position accordingly to consumers. This result showed 

that they were still not successful in changing Chinese consumer perceptions in 

respect of these new Volvo attributes. Several customers said that Volvo cars are more 

suited to older people. Young people prefer streamlined cars.  

Fig.16.which kind of client group does Volvo cars suit? Brand positioning vs. Brand perception 

 

Although there are several gaps between the Volvo brand positioning and brand 

perceptions of Chinese customer, many Chinese consumers still have a good 

impression of Volvo cars and confidence in the brand. Zhejiang Geely Holding Group 

Co., Ltd. has completed the acquisition of all of the shares of the Volvo Cars 

Corporation. Volvo cars will pay more attention to the Chinese market and satisfy 

Chinese consumers’ needs in the future. Today, people usually describe Volvo cars as 

being in decline like the nobility. Whilesafety, quality and environmental care are very 

good for positioning in the customer’s mind, the fastdevelopment of the car market, 

sometimes, safety and environmental care are the attributes which are losing 

consumer’s attention. As a high-end brand, Volvo cars’ brand positioning strategy is 
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not perceived by Chinese customers. From Chinese consumer feedback, it would 

appear that many people think Volvo should develop new characteristics and increase 

the production volume. But Volvo has their own brand positioning, so they will adopt 

customer’s suggestion to change their positioning, or advertise their content of brand 

positioning to customer need further thinking and research.   
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7. Conclusion 

This thesis analyses what the variance is between Volvo cars brand positioning and 

Chinese customer brand perceptions, through the description of market segmentation, 

brand positioning, brand perception and a questionnaire for Chinese consumers who 

actively contributed to this study. Then the thesis comparedthe brand positioning and 

brand perception to find out the variance. On completion several serious gaps were 

found in the thesis. 

Brand positioning cannot be changed all the time. Brand positioning needs to find a 

most favourable position and occupy this position in the mind of the consumer, 

differentiating the brand from other competitor brands. From the investigation of the 

Volvo car brand positioning and brand perception, it was found that the brand 

positioning of Volvo cars does not match with consumer perceptions. Practical, safety 

and low-key are the attributes which were strongly accepted by both Chinese 

consumers and Volvo Cars Corporation. But green, traditional, simple, sporty and 

advanced are also attributes which Volvo Cars Corporation thinks they have but 

people perceive on a lesser level.In respect of the attributes of young and luxury, very 

few customers accept them. Most people think Volvo cars belong at the semi-high-end 

level or middle level. The Volvo Cars Corporation mentioned that Volvo car is a fast 

developing luxury car brand in China. Chinese customers think Volvo cars are most 

suitable for businessmen (Figure 15). Some of them also think it is suitable for staff in 

government and large corporations.The Volvo Cars Corporation has mentioned that 

Volvo cars are the first choice of Royal families (Swedish, Spanish, Danish royal 

families), important politicians, stars and other famous personalities. Very few 

Chinese customers believe that Volvo cars are young, active and fashionable. As 

mentioned above, Volvo has already made some types of car which are young active 

and fashionable. And in the future, they will develop more cars which have this style. 

And they plan develop these three attributes for Volvo cars and claim to consumers. 

 

  



 

 
 

41

 

8. Limitation 

When the questionnaire for Chinese customers was done, there was a big problem 

which is that our friends are almost all young people. So we don’t have enough older 

people to fulfill the questionnaire.  

And as we were in Sweden we could not do face-to-face interviews with Chinese 

questioners. There is only information from the questionnaire. 
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Appendix 1 

Questionnaire for Master Thesis (Answer) 

2011/4/20 

Totally participants: 234 people 

On March 28th, 2010, the Ford Motor company declared, they have already signed 

the contract which is about selling Volvo cars to China Geely group. This thesis is 

mainly about “the deviation of brand positioning and brand perception—a case study 

of Volvo cars in China”. This questioner is investigating the views of Volvo cars by 

Chinese customer. The survey is anonymous. Thanks for your help and participation! 

1. What’s your gender? 

Male 68% 

Female 32% 

 

2. What’s your age? 

less than 20 1% 

20 –30 years old 69% 

30—40 years old 15% 

higher than 40 15% 

 

3. What’s your job? 

Student 29% 

Staff in government 29% 

Staff in corporation 32% 

Business man 4% 

Others  6% 
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4. If you want to buy a car, how do you think of the car brand? 

Very care 48% 

Care 44% 

Do not care 8% 

 

5. What is Volvo cars level? 

High-end 8% 

Semi-high-end 66% 

Middle 23% 

Low-end 3% 

 

6. Which kind of characteristics do Volvo cars have in your opinion? 

(Multiple-choice) 

Luxurious 2% Young 1% 

Steady 19% Simple 6% 

Elegant 4% Practical 12% 

Slap-up 5% Traditional 2% 

Urban-style 6% Green 2% 

Personality 3% Safety 16% 

Advanced 3% Low-key 16% 

Sporty 3%   

 

7. What do you think of the performance of Volvo cars? 

Very good 19% 

Good 51.6% 

Normal 29% 

Not good 0.4% 
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8. How do you think about the cost performance of Volvo cars? 

Very high 2% 

High 40% 

Medium 49% 

Low  9% 

 

9. If you will buy a new car, do you want to buy any Volvo car? 

No, do not to buy 8% 

Yes, will buy 35% 

Yes, have to buy 4% 

I don’t know. Depends the situation 53% 

 

10. Which kind of occupation does Volvo cars suit? 

Student 8% 

Staff in government 21% 

Staff in corporation 24% 

Business man 32% 

Others 15% 

 

11. Which kind of client group does Volvo cars suit? (Multiple-choice) 

people who pay attention to the life quality and passionate 

attitude 

77% 

people who love luxurious life 14% 

people who are fashion, young and active 7% 

 

12. Do you think Volvo cars are more suitable for which of the following? 

(Multiple-choice) 

Go to school or work 3% 

shopping and others 12% 
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vacation and interest 32% 

business 47% 

 

13. Do you think the brand of Volvo is worth to trust? 

Totally worth 14% 

very worth 68% 

it’s ok 15% 

not very worth 2% 

no worth 1% 

 

14. Do you like the brand of Volvo car? 

Deep like 9% 

prefer 40% 

like 22% 

just so-so 25% 

do not like 4% 

 

15. How will Volvo develop itself in the future in your opinion?（Multiple-choice） 

increase the level of production 18% 

maintain the current characteristics 20% 

Reduce price ， increase production 

volume 

29% 

Develop new characteristics 33% 

 

16. Volvo cars take “safety” as one main characteristic; do you think how attractive 

this point is to consumers? 

Highly attractive 33% 

Attractive  38% 

It is ok  24% 
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Not attractive  2% 

Don’t care about this characteristic 3% 
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Appendix 2 

 


