
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

時尚鞋履品牌工作坊
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

在此刊物上／活動內（或項目小組成員）表達的任何意見、研究成果、結論或建議，並不代表香港特別行政區政

府、工業貿易署或中小企業發展支援基金及發展品牌、升級轉型及拓展內銷市場的專項基金（機構支援計劃）評

審委員會的觀點。 

 

 

『履之泉』 

時尚鞋履品牌工作坊 

 

講義(五) 

在此刊物上／活動內（或項目小組成員）表達的任何意見、研究成果、結論或建議，並不代表香港特別行政區政

府、工業貿易署或中小企業發展支援基金及發展品牌、升級轉型及拓展內銷市場的專項基金（機構支援計劃）評

主辦單位 執行機構 

 

 

在此刊物上／活動內（或項目小組成員）表達的任何意見、研究成果、結論或建議，並不代表香港特別行政區政

府、工業貿易署或中小企業發展支援基金及發展品牌、升級轉型及拓展內銷市場的專項基金（機構支援計劃）評

撥款資助 



  
 

 

1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

BRAND STRATEGY FOR HK FOOTWEAR ENTERING INTOMAINLAND: 

A SOCIOCULTURAL APPROACH 

 

 

 

Dr Raymond Cheng, FRSA FRSPH FBCS SHKIM CL MCIL CMILT 

OFFICE OF DR RAYMOND CHENG 

  



  
 

 

2 

 

SUBCONSCIOUS BRAND STRATEGY OF CULTURE 

 

Given such an uneven, if not totally polarized, mainland China market and knowing the fact that economic 

cycle generally leads fashion trends10
 with about three years (van Baardwijk, Franses, 2010), causes product 

sales trends for the different genders to part ways11
 (see Table 2) and also defers necessity-based apparels12 easily 

during a downturn (Mui, 2009), successful brand strategies (for either high or low-end products) should best 

seek to take advantage of the clashing forces between the ups and downs of the economic cycles and the 

intrinsic cultural forces of the society (e.g. demands created as a result of face-saving reasons during changes in 

the economy)(Cheng, 2015), particularly when regional differences obviously exist among the different 

provinces. To this end, we shall tackle it from the perspective of the different genders. 

 

 

Table 2. Footwear sales in 2010-2013 (in RMB, million). Source: Euromonitor. 

 

 

 

10 See George Taylor’s 1926 hemline index theory (Brayford, 2008; Lewin, 2008; Prast, 2005) suggests that hemlines on women's dresses rise along 

with stock prices in good economies resulting as miniskirts (as seen in the 1960s) or with long dresses in poor economic times as during the 1929 

Wall Street crash when hemlines can drop almost overnight. 

11 Notice how the sales growth of men’s shoes have quickly responded with the Chinese economy during the period 2011-2013 while the decline of 

sales growth of women’s shoes took place almost a year later. Had it not been for such a masculine society (and the female gender is not as 

financially independent), the slowing down in female shoes sales in 2013 might not have been this obvious. Children shoes, meanwhile, are not 

affected. 

12 The men’s underwear index is supposed to help detect the beginnings of a recovery during an economic slump. The premise is that men's underwear is a 

necessity in normal economic times and sales should normally remain stable. According to Mui (2009), during a severe downturn, demand for these goods 

changes as new purchases are deferred. Hence, men's purchasing habits for the underwear, and that of their spouse on their behalf, is thought to be a good 

indicator of discretionary spending for consumption at large, especially during periods of economic turnaround.
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CLASHING HELP: THE GENDER 

 

By reverse psychology, one gender tends to care more above themselves when they get to receive more 

attention from other. Having said this, let us look at the ‘ideal partner index’ of China (see Figure 6 and Table 3) 

below. The map dictated the priorities of male (right) and female (left) of their provincial preferences in 

choosing their partners or spouses, if not local13. 

 

 

Figure 6. Source: Ideal partner map of China. Source: CUTV14. 

 

It is interesting that when some Chinese girls were said to be materialistic or mercenary, regression models 

using GDP per capita to predict ideal partner indices (see Table 3 below15) do not seem to bring up anything 

significant yet when it comes to expected growth (i.e. anticipated economic growth), the factor did show mild 

predictive significance (R2=0.61, p<0.02), and such statistical significance appears only for female respondents 

(see Table 4a and Table 4b). 

 

 

13 According to the report from CUTV (see next note below), non-local spouses (i.e. spouses not from the same province) accounted for over 50% 

of all marriages in China, as of 2013. 

14 See 深圳臺(CUTV), ‘全國理想伴侶地圖’, dated August 26, 2013, accessible at http://big5.s1979.com/site/www.s1979.com/news/ china/ 

201308/2699120726.shtml 

15 Legend for Table 3: Talhelm’s north-south divide (N/S)(see footnote 16), economic region (REG), expected GDP growth per capital for 2015 

(EX15), number of distribution centers in province (D/C), number of distribution stations in province (D/S), preference of the ideal girl (I/G) and 

preference of the ideal boy (I/B). 
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Table 3. Economic data of China provinces, see footnote #15 (above). 
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Table 4a. Regression of GDP and growth rates with spouse preference of male respondents. 

 

 

In fact, in addition to the mildly predictive significance, priorities of selecting spouses for the female does 

correlate significantly with both the GDP per capita (note: not growth) of the provincial economy from 2011 to 

2014 (see Tables 4c and 4d), a phenomenon, again, clearly not statistically reflected in the male gender. The 

male gender, on the contrary, does not seem to react toward these economic factors when it comes to the 

provincial preferences in choosing their spouses. Not even the regression model for such is in any way 

significant (see Table 4a above), nor there is any correlation found (see Table 4c and Table 4d). 
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Table 4b. Regression of GDP and growth rates with spouse preference of female respondents. 

 

 

Table 4c. Correlation between preferred spouse origin with GDP per capita of provinces. 
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Table 4d. Correlation between preferred spouse origin with their provincial growth rates. 

 

 

 

FROM ECONOMY TO CULTURE: A TWIST 

 

Yet when the preferences of the male gender (in the choice of their spouses) are not correlated to economic 

factors, we moved on to see if such could be in any way related to less economically related, or even cultural, 

reasons. Using Talhelm’s new cultural rice theory16
 (with China subdivided into several north-south 

‘rice-versus-wheat’ regions as shown in Figure 7 below), provincial preferences of spouses among the male 

gender, i.e. ‘ideal girls index’ were compared across the regions using ANOVA. Results showed statistically 

significant differences across the wheat-versus-rice regions (F=2.89, p<0.05; see Table 5a and Table 5b). In 

terms of the order of preferences, female spouses from region ‘0’ (where both wheat and rice are grown) is the 

most preferred followed by region ‘-1’ (rice), region ‘1’ (wheat) and region ‘2’ (neither). The female gender, in 

this case, did not show any statistical significance in this respect.  

 

 

 

 

 

16 According to Talhelm (see link below), the psychological differences of southern and northern Chinese stem from their ancestors' subsistence 

techniques – rice farming needs co-operation and planning while wheat farming requires little co-operation between neighbors. For details, see 

the article, ‘Rice theory explains north-south China cultural differences, study shows’ by Fariss Samarrai, dated May 8, 2014, accessible at 

https://news.virginia.edu/content/rice-theory-explains-north-south-china-cultural-differences-study-shows 
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Figure 7. Rice Theory. Source: South China Morning Post17
 

 

 

 

Table 5a. Difference between preferred spouse among different ‘rice regions’. 

 

 

 

 

 

17 See the South China Morning Post article, ‘Why China's wheat-growing north produces individualists and its rice-growing south is clannish’ 

by Angela Meng, dated May 10, 2014, accessible at 

http://scmp.com/news/china/article/1508726/why-chinas-wheat-growing-north-produces-individualists-and-its-rice 
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Table 5b. Descriptive differences between preferred spouse among different ‘rice regions’. 

 

 

 

Now, given the fact that despite sex imbalance as a result of the Chinese government's long-time one-child 

policy (due to abortion, infanticide and neglect of girls18) and a historical cultural preference for boys in a male 

dominant society19, China still has a surplus of men and ‘leftover women’ and henceforth brand strategy 

involving the use of the opposite gender, unlike what Brad Pitt has done20 for Chanel N 5 and which wasn’t 

quite understood by the public21, should work in the case of China, particularly when it is known that there has 

been a shifting of local brand awareness (Zhou & Hui, 2003) and consumers in mainland China have been 

showing a tendency to shift away from foreign products in preference for local offerings. Some speculate that 

this new market phenomenon is a result of government intervention of the free market, consumer ethnocentrism, 

and the attempted improvement in the quality of local products (p.37). 

 

 

18 See http://www.mercatornet.com/demography/view/12610 

19 The latest census in 2011 showed there were twice as many single men born in the 1970s as women of the same age. See the article, ‘China's 

leftover women find love tough’, dated August 13, 2013, accessible at 

http://www.stuff.co.nz/world/asia/9036617/Chinas-leftover-women-find-love-tough 

20 See the article, ‘Brad Pitt's Chanel N 5 ad: the smell of disaster’, dated October 16, 2012, accessible at 

http://www.theguardian.com/fashion/fashion-blog/2012/oct/16/brad-pitt-chanel-no-5-smell-disaster 

21 See the article, ‘Don't understand Brad Pitt's Chanel N 5 ads? Neither does the guy who directed them’, dated December 13, 2012, accessible 

at http://www .ew.com/article/2012/12/13/dont-understand-brad-pitts-chanel-ads-neither-does-the- guy-who-directed-them 
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CONCLUSION: THE STRATEGY 

 

MERGING GENDER, REGIONS & BRAND STRATEGY 

 

In light of the above, we can now translate the above analysis into our grand generic brand strategy for 

Hong Kong shoe businesses entering mainland China. And instead of focusing on any specific region or 

province of China, our analysis is to introduce a ‘pull brand strategy’ – one that would be holistic, generic and 

systematic for the different provinces; one that could take advantage of the varying local cultures of the 

provinces and, still, be one that is feasible for various Hong Kong shoe businesses hoping to land into the 

market. 

The ideal boy (or man) provinces: Regions included are: Heilongjiang, Liaoning, Beijing, Shanghai, 

Shandong, Jiangsu, and Sichuan. With relatively higher GDP per capita these provinces are the ‘prime targets’ 

of ladies. This means promotion should target on the male consumers within these provinces by leveraging the 

response of the opposite sex. Ladies shoes, on the contrary, can either be branded as purchases showing 

confidence of the female gender (as GDP is still relatively higher among the local population) or dear gifts from 

the male counterpart. With a relatively strong logistics network, these regions can support branded products at 

relatively higher margins and more flexible and responsive methods of delivery. 

The ideal girl (or woman) provinces: First tier regions are provinces situated along the Yangtze River 

(see region ‘0’ in Table 4b), i.e. Sichuan, Chongqing, Hubei, Anhui, Jiangsu and Shanghai. Second tier regions 

are those south of region ‘0’ (region ‘-1’), i.e. Guangdong, Gunagxi, Yunan, Guizhou, Hunan, Jiangxi, Fujian. 

Tier three are those north of region ‘0’ (or region ‘+1’), including Qinghai, Hebei, Henan, Beijing and Qingdao. 

By moving from one region to another and depending on their relative GDP per capita, brand strategy should 

focus on the ‘symbolic value’ of the shoe as an inevitable sensational attraction to the male gender. And moving 

from high to low GDP per capita across these provinces, emphasis of the product (whether high-end or not) 

should shift from being a social signature, an extravagant display to quality products and eventually to casual 

comfort wear that makes the sex stands out. 
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The less ideal boy (or man) provinces: One reason why our analysis has steered into analyzing the ‘ideal 

partner’ is that from the statistics we can see that it is not the current GDP per capita or growth that counts in 

effecting changes of affinity toward a new market (in our case, people), but rather, the anticipated achievement 

of the upcoming economic trends (see Table 4b). It is therefore crucial that shoe marketers and brand specialists 

be alerted that for provinces showing relatively low GDPs per capita but with promising growths in the years to 

come, emphasis should be put on how to spot the ‘best available product with the highest potential’ (or even 

husband, as in our case). For instance, both Guizhou and Tibet are having their 2014 GDPs below 30 million 

RMB yet both of them are expecting 10% to 12% of GDP growth in 2015 (and which is already the highest 

across the entire mainland China), making them the best candidates for deploying brand marketing through 

‘realizing potentials’. 

The less ideal girl (or woman) provinces: And for provinces that are regarded as less preferred by the 

male gender, various brand techniques, including, but not limited to, careful penetration coupled timely with the 

economic downturn, just as in the case of the lipstick effect22
 (Hill, Rodeheffer, Griskevicius, V, Durante, & 

White, 2012), or times with a promising future growth can also be alternatives to building brands while 

struggling in economic environments with lower GDPs per capita. In fact, when these provinces with a lower 

‘ideal girl index’ are often far southwest inland provinces like Ningxia, Qinghai and Guizhou, disposable 

incomes are actually surging. This is particularly promising, too, because online retail logistics network is 

quickly permeating into these provinces from far off the coastal areas (see Figure 8 below) where sales have 

already been saturating over the recent years. 

 

 

 

 

 

22 The lipstick effect is the theory that when facing an economic crisis consumers will be more willing to buy less costly luxury goods. For 

instance, other than buying some very expensive fur coats, customers will choose some relatively expensive lipstick instead. 
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Figure 8. Alibaba and JD.com logistics spread. Source: Quartz23. 

 

 

IMPLEMENTING THE STRATEGY 

 

While the focus of our paper was originally to investigate and identify a brand strategy for Hong Kong 

footwear manufacturers to go into the China market, the intention was not to focus on any specific target or 

consumer segment in China and the study was meant to be as generic as possible. As a consequence, the paper 

adopted a cross-over approach and we hence studied the relationship of the GDP (from 2008 to 2014) as well as 

the ideal spouse indices among the three major economic zones (as defined by the Chinese government) as well 

as the north-south divide of China using Talhelm’s cultural rice theory. Using the t-test, ANOVA and regression 

techniques, we were able to identify, merge and redefine 12 (twelve) new ‘economic cultural zones’ of China 

according to their economic and cultural (in terms of spousal preference) differences (see Figure 9a and Figure 

9b) with descriptions listed in Table 6. 

 

23 See the Quartz article ‘Alibaba and JD.com are battling for a huge emerging market: poorer, inland China’, see 

http://qz.com/211959/alibaba-and-jd-com-are-battling-for-a-huge-emerging-market-poorer-inland-china/ 
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Figure 9a. China’s economic regions (left) vs. Talhelm’s cultural rice theory regions (right). 

 

 

 

Figure 9b. Coupling China’s three main economic regions with cultural rice theory. 
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Table 6. The ‘twelve economic cultural zones’ in China. 

 

 

 

By carefully matching the outputs and the strengths of the different manufacturers with the socio-cultural 

descriptions of the regions, local companies would be able to identify the ‘appropriate regions’ in which the 

company’s competitive advantage could match with the requirements of the characteristics of the footwear 

product in that particular region. For instance, a company that is strong in building symbolic values could 

possibly aim for regions A Prime (A’) and A+1 whereas one that is building a cost leader brand might aim for 

regions like C+2. In fact, it is not ‘how to go into a market’ but ‘where a given company should go’ that would 

eventually make sense in a truly successful marketing strategy. 

 

 

 

24 The 2015 expected GDP growth rate for Tibet is 12% whereas that for Xinjiang is 9%. 
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