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How Worldwide Is Marketing Communication
on the World Wide Web?

This study investigates the impact of different language interfaces on web-based

product searches by Chinese consumers in Taiwan and how language familiarity

impacts attitudes about the products found. Findings show that understanding the

web-page interface language improves product evaluation when the product has high

differentiation in the marketplace and is related to decreased evaluations when the

level of differentiation is low. English, rather than an international language, is found

to be nearly indistinguishable from a totally unknown language for both high- and

low-differentiated products.

Don’t Panic.
I'm not panicking!

Yes you are.

Alright so I'm panicking, what else is there to do?

You just come along with me and have a good time. The Galaxy’s a fun place. You'll need to have this

fish in your ear,

{Douglas Adams, The Hitchiiker's Guide to the Galaxy, 1980)

DouGLas ApDAMS” MAIN CHARACTER, Arthur Dent,
took his first step into the galaxy by placing a fish
(a Babel fish) in his ear that could translate all the
languages in the galaxy. A Babel fish is not likely
to be available to consumers any time soon, but the
World Wide Web is here now, and language com-
prehension is the first step in making any sense of
the information flowing among culturally and lin-
guistically diverse groups. The fastest growing
geographic market for web users is Asia with over
100 million present users (Find, 2001) and the
greatest potential number of total users. China has
already surpassed Taiwan in total number of web
users (22 million compared to 10 million) even
though Taiwan's usage rate is over 50 percent and
China’s is under 2 percent (Find, 2001). Web users
in China are growing faster than in any other
country in Asia (McCarthy, 2000). Over 57 percent
of South Korean web users are using broadband
connections, compared to over 10 percent in the

United States (Find, 2001). Such rapid growth out-
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side of the United States forces marketers to re-
evaluate issues surrounding globalization as il re-

lates to and is changed by the web.

English in Asia

A key stumbling block to global interaction over
the web is that the infernational language of English
is a foreign language to the majority of the world’s
population and nearly all of the residents of Asia.
Our own examination of the U.S. Fortune 100 (For-
tune, 2000) websites found that only 9 percent of-
fered Chinese, Japanese, or Korean languages as
options. Firms on the Fortune Global 100 list (For-
tune, 2000) showed a higher level of attention to
Asian access with 19 percent of non-U.S. firms,
including an option to view pages in Chinese, 13
percent to view Korean, and 38 percent to view
Japanese. Japanese firms by default create web-
sites with a choice to view English and URL ad-
dresses located in the United States as well as nu-
merous Asian languages and localized Asian URL

addresses.



Goodyear (1996) has pointed out that
branding is a dialogue with the consum-
ers in nations with high levels of consum-
erism, regardless of culture. What mes-
sage is being sent in this dialogue when
the extent of localized content simply
states in English, a wholly owned subsidiary?
Assuming populations living in Asia
should master English and learn U.S. URL
addresses may lead to missed opportuni-
ties to increase international markets, but
more importantly, such an oversight
sends a message that does not fit with the
corporate marketing message. Simulta-
neously, maintaining multiple-language
websites does incur additional costs that
may not be justified if English is indeed an
international language that can effectively
act as the communication channel be-

tween consumers and the firm.

Language of origin

When an international shopper engages in
a web search for a product category, what
is the impact of receiving the pages in dif-
ferent languages? Although English is of-
ten thought of as an international lan-
guage (Crystal, 1997), the reality may be
quite different. Enthusiastic cable televi-
sion operators entering Asia after deregu-
lation in the mid 1990s quickly found that
U.S. reruns were not popular outside of
India due to the language barrier (Louis,
1994). Language scholars have pointed
out that after years of required English
classes, students in Asia are otten unable
to produce even basic sentences (The Econ-
ontist, 1996; Liu, 1998; Matsumoto, 1994).
Such a phenomenon is not limited to
Asia. Gerritsen, Korzilius, Van Meurs,
and Gijsbers (2000) report that only 36
percent of Dutch subjects viewing Dutch
television commercials with English were
able to understand the English content.
When the English was transcribed on the
television screen, however, the rate rose to

50 percent, displaying a similarity with

MARKETING COMMUNICATION ON THE WEB

A completely unknown language will interfere with cog-

nition and cause lower evaluations of products in a web

search ...

Asian consumers’ increased ability to
cope with written, as compared to spoken,
English.

While English is not completely under-
stood by Asian consumers, firms may
be expecting a benefit from an assumed
lilo effect (Johansson, Douglas, and
Nonaka, 1985). Such an effect can origi-
nate from cues such as price (Gerstner,
1985), stereotypes about countries where
a praduct originates (Bannister and Saun-
ders, 1978), and the economic develop-
ment of the home country of the producer
(Nagashima, 1970). Likewise, lacking
other cues, English can act as a cue for
consumers viewing a web page. It is likely
that consumers would assume products
presented on web pages in English origi-
nate from Western industrialized coun-
tries. The use of the English language it-
self may involve linguistic issues such as
framing.

Globalization of English served as an
easy substitute for the previously im-
ported colonial languages as parents en-
couraged their children to study the new
wlobal English language (Alatas, 1977;
Kwan-Terry, 1991; Sibayan, 1990; Sibayan
and Gonzalez, 1996). Thus, at its very ba-
sic, English in Asia is framed in a socio-
economic context. Since traditional Chi-
nese values are based on Confucian ideals
that enforce unequal power relationships,
starting with the family, these frames of
language discourse are natural and act as
a lens through which people understand
the world. It is still open to question just
how much of a halo effect these frames
have, for example, in influencing purchas-

ing behavior.

The use of English—at least a semi-
understood language—on a web page dif-
fers in degree tfrom a language that has
never before been seen, one which a
reader would have no chance of under-
standing at any level of discourse. Differ-
ing degrees of language barriers (foreign
languages) should show differential im-
pact on product evaluations over the web.
A completely unknown language will in-
terfere with cognition and cause lower
evaluations of products in a web search,
while English, although not well under-
stood by the viewer, may benefit from a
discourse frame linked to economic suc-
cess and social status. This can lead to a
positive impression, similar to that of
country of origin (COQ), that we label lan-
guage of origin (LOO) and thus leads to

the first hypothesis:

H1: Product web search results pre-
sented with low language barri-
ers where the language of origin
is known (English) will obtain
higher evaluations than when
presented with high language

barriers.

Role of differentiation

Numerous researchers have found that
the country of origin effect is not consis-
tent across all product lines (Cattin, Joli-
bert, and Lohnes, 1982; Han and Terpstra,
1988). Lampert and Jaffe (1998) have
found that more homogeneous products
are less affected by COO than highly dif-
ferentiated products and that the COQ ef-
fect increases in a log-linear fashion as
product differentiation increases. Differ-

entiation can be classified into two types:
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horizontal and vertical. Horizontally dit-
ferentiated products differ on attributes
for which consumers exhibit dissimilar
preferences, such as color. Vertically dif-
ferentiated products differ on altributes
for which consumers share preferences,
such as quality. In both cases, communi-
cation of the differentiated features in-
volve many subtle and complex mecha-
nisms elaborated in the communication
model’s encoding and decoding stages.
Thus, differentiated products depend on
exploiting features, real or imagined
(Carpenter, Glazer, and Nakamoto, 1994),
that are examined by the consumer and
require comprehensible and relevant in-
put if the product is to succeed in estab-
lishing itself as different from substitute
goods.

Lack of physical contact can cause buy-
ers to avoid purchases out of fear they will
not get what was promised (Spence, En-
gel, and Blackwell, 1970). Television-
based home shopping overcomes such
perceived risks by placing a heavy em-
phasis on long-term relationship building
between the program hosts and their
viewers, as in the case of QVC Home
Shopping Channel (Stephens, Hill, and
Bergman, 1996). Such relationship build-
ing requires at least some common lan-
guage interface, which is not always the
case in international web-based market-
ing. Lower language barriers should allow
better acceptance of products with higher

levels of differentiation, while higher lan-

guage barriers have a reduced negative

impact on products with lower levels of
differentiation. Thus the second hypoth-

esis is derived:

H2: The degree to which a product
web search result evaluation is
influenced by language barriers
is moderated by the differentia-
tion level of the product under

consideration.

Coghnition of marketing communication
The marketing communication effect of
viewing a firm’s web page can be exam-
ined in the context of advertising effects.
The hierarchy-of-effects model places in-
creased importance on earlier effects of
which cognition is first (Aaker and Day,
1974; Greenwald, 1968; Lavidge and
Steiner, 1961; McGuire, 1978; Q’Brien,
1971; Wright, 1973). The general pattern of
the hierarchy-of-effects model describes
consumers’ temporal stages, cognition —
affect — behavior, when exposed to ad-
vertising. Vakratsas and Ambler (1999)
found little evidence for this temporal se-
quence and proposed an alternative
model that includes experience, affect,
and cognition (EAC) simultaneously in a
three-dimensional space. Whereas hierar-
chy models often rearrange the order of
effects for differences in variables, such as
involvement (Harris, 1987; Smith and
Swinyard, 1978; Swinyard and Coney,
1978), Vakratsas and Ambler’s (1999) EAC
model proposed that advertisers should
emphasize one, or more, of the EAC axes,
such as cognition for products requiring
increased factual information. In the web
context, ability to understand the commu-
nication being emphasized requires some
commonality in experiences between the
firm and the web surfer. High language
barriers will make effective communica-
tion difficult and thus dilute the firm’s
effort in either cognitive or affective
messages.

Second-language learning theory in-
cludes the recognition that some amount
of common experience and cognition is re-
quired before second-language learning
can take place: the comprehensible input
hypothesis (Krashen, 1985). With low dif-
ferentiation products, the cognition re-
quirement should be lowered, as there is
no need to understand the complexities of
a differentiation argument. Carpenter et

al. (1994) point out that it is the argument

74 JOURNAL OF ROUERTISING RESERRCH September ¢ October 2002

presented about differentiation, by the ad-
vertiser, even when having no real value,
which gets consumers thinking there must
be a reason for such information. Substan-
tially higher prices for a specific firm's
product should cause customers to switch
to lower-priced competitors, unless the
demand has become inelastic through dif-
ferentiation activities, including advertis-
ing (Browning and Zupan, 1996). Differen-
tiation exists when consumers perceive
some differences among products, giving
increased market power to the supplying
firms and allowing prices in excess of
costs (Mas-Colell, Whinston, and Green,
1995). Language, therefore, plays a funda-
mental role in increasing marketing com-
munication effectiveness, especially in dif-
ferentiated product categories. This leads

the last two hypotheses:

H2a: Web search results containing
non-differentiated products will
obtain similar evaluations across

levels of language barriers.

H2b: As language barriers are re-
duced, product web search re-
sults will obtain higher evalua-
tions for products with high lev-

els of differentiation.

METHODOLOGY

This experiment was designed to capture
the impression resulting from a product
search over the web on six product attri-
butes (dependent variables) and the two in-
dependent variables of language and
product differentiation (see Table 1). A
three (language barriers) by four (prod-
ucts) mixed design was employed to test
the hypotheses with language barriers be-
tween subjects and products within and
each plot randomized across language. Of
central importance was the duplication of
the web-based search engine experience

(acting as a mediator for product searches)



TABLE 1
Variables under Study

Independent Variables

Unknown Camera/High
English Watch/High
Chinese Computer/Low

as well as obtaining respondents that truly
represent Taiwan web users rather than
testing the general population. Employing
actual computer-based searches, Hoque
(1999) found unique attributes for web-
based activity compared to traditional pa-
per survey approaches pointing out the
importance of matching the manipula-
tion’s format with the web medium under

study.

Language barriers

Implementation of a native language was
completed by creating product descrip-
tions in Chinese. Chinese is the national
language of Taiwan and in the written
form is nearly universal to all Chinese,
even among speakers of different Chinese
dialects. English was included to repre-
sent the international language of the web
while also supplying an opportunity to
apply results directly to English-speaking
firms deciding how to deal with interna-
tional web promotions. Taiwan is typical
of many developed Asian countries in that
English is a required school subject from
junior high school through the first two
years of university and is also a required
subject on all university entrance exams. It
is also often required for employment in
firms and government positions. As a for-
eign language, Taiwan citizens often pos-

sess the ability to read some basic English,

Dependent Variables

with writing, listening, and speaking ex-
hibiting diminishing levels of skill.

To represent a truly unknown lan-
guage, rather than choose a real language
that may be recognized by some subjects,
a new language was created. A custom-
created computer program was used to
randomly generate words that resembled
a language but actually did not form any
known language. For example, part of the

camera description was:

Hendrerit in vulputate velit esse mo-
lestie consequat, vel illum dolore en
feugiat 38-85mm fl4.2-8.7 nulla facili-
sis at vero eros et accumsan et iusto

odio dignissim qui

Clearly the text employs a Roman char-
acter set and some Latin roots but is cer-
tain to be unknown by anyene. The un-
known language closely followed the En-
glish/Chinese descriptions in using
paragraphs of similar lengths and pre-

serving numerical data.

Price competition and
product differentiation
To test the role of differentiation, products
with varying degrees of differentiation
were required. Additionally, financial risk
may play a role in web-based purchases

(Tan, 1999), so it was desirable to choose

MARKETING COMMUNICATION ON THE WEB

products for this experiment that offered a
range of prices. A short list of products
was generated by asking undergraduates
to list products they were familiar with
within four price ranges (increments of
10,000 dollars in local currency, or ap-
proximately US$350). The interactive
shopping bot MySimon (http://www.
mysimon.com) was used to search the
web for all offers of products on the short
list (using prices quoted in U.S. dollars).
Differentiation was defined as the range
of prices for similar products in the mar-
ketplace (Lampert and Jaffe, 1998), i.e., the
highest price divided by the lowest. Dil-
ferent prices within a product category are
the result of added perceived value, of
some brands, most often the result of mar-
keting activity such as branding rather
than economic factors.

Four products were chosen that showed
a range of differentiation: (1) notebook
computer, with differentiation rating of
4.28 (min. = 1099.99, max. = 4711.11,
mean = 2388.82, SD = 776.77); (2) micro-
wave oven, differentiation rating of 7.2
(min. = 49,97, max. = 359.95, mean =
156.87, SD = 61.42); (3) a digital watch,
differentiation rating of 15.01 (min. =
29.99, max. = 450.00, mean = 131.61, 5D =
79.94); and (4) a 35mm camera, differen-
tiation rating of 26.2 (min. = 20.99, max. =
549,99, mean = 238.20, SD = 129.49).

The computer and microwave exhibited
low differentiation while the camera and
watch showed high differentiation. This
was confirmed by the second measure of
number of models offered for similar
products by the same firm: an average of 7
computer models, 5 microwaves, 13 cam-
eras, and 50 watches. In order to avoid
confounding effects from price, the prod-
ucts chosen were mixed on price so that
both differentiation groups contained one
high-priced product and one low-priced
product. Relatively low prices are repre-

sented by the watch and microwave while
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the camera and computer represent rela-
tively high prices. Since the effects of nu-
merous marketers have resulted in the
broad range of market prices for the high
differentiation products, consumers will
likely be looking for details of their differ-
entiation when examining the product

descriptions.

Stimulus material
A website was established on a university
server dedicated to marketing research.
The server’s internet address used a URL
number address, which is a series of num-
bers and gives no clues about location or
association of the server. A cover story
was established that specified the website
was an experimen! in developing a new
worldwide search engine. The website de-
sign followed that of a typical search en-
gine with all interface parts employing
Chinese characters with no English or other
language except in product search result
presentation. Users” actions were linked to
a database on the server where all responses
were recorded. Since the site was touted as
being experimental, and not yet finished,
subjects could be expected to believe that
a pre-existing list of given products and
prices to be searched for was plausible. A
gift certificate was clearly indicated from
the start as a reward for participation.
Online pretesting of the website was
conducted using 20 university students.
Pretest participants were sent email invi-
tations similar to those used in the actual
experiment. Interviews with the pretest
subjects were conducted to assure that the
interface was understandable and easy to
use and that the questions were answered
in relation to the products and not to the
program interface or web experience. The
unknown language was also confirmed as
being unknown by anyone in the test
group. While clearly the language is of
Western origin, Le., it employed Roman

letters (most major Asian languages do

not use a Roman-based alphabet), partici-
pants in the test group guessed English,
German, French, Spanish, Russian, [talian.
The majority simply stated that they had
no idea what language it was or what
country it might be from. Adjustments
were made to the interface where feed-

back showed deficiencies.

Procedure

Visitors were asked to use the search en-
gine to find predetermined products
within a specified price range and then to
answer questions about the products
found. No questions were related to the
search engine, although space was pro-
vided for any comments from partici-
pants. A randomized list of the four prod-
ucts—camera, microwave oven, notebook
computer, and watch—was presented in a
dropdown menu from which a participant
could freely choose the sequence of the
four products to search for—although all
four products had to be completed before
exiting this section. After choosing one of
the four products, a price range was auto-
matically specified in two boxes indicat-
ing the highest price and the lowest price
(in local currency). These prices were pre-
sented as search parameters that the
search engine would convert to interna-
tional currencies during the search query.
These prices were drawn from the differ-
entiation price data, with the high and low
prices both one standard deviation from
the mean for each product, and could not
be changed by the subject, thus prevent-
ing confounding of price with the depen-
dent variables.

The resulting language/ product combi-
nation could not be changed and was con-
sistent even if the participant repeated a
search. That is, if an English description
accompanied the notebook computer
product, the participant could not obtain a
different language resull for the note-

book—it would always appear in English
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no matter how many times that specific
search was performed. No participant could
view others’ results, and no clue was given
that different participants could obtain
different language results. Figure 1 shows
an example of the experiment’s screen dis-
playing a search result for the notebook
computer with English description.

After viewing each product result, six
questions (dependent measures) were
presented on the web page in Chinese.
Participants answered the questions by
clicking the appropriate buttons and were
then given an opportunity to write any
comments. This process was repeated for
each product so that across all participants
all four products were viewed, while the
language variable was randomly manipu-
lated for each search result so that ap-
proximately one-third of the total results
were displayed in English, one-third in
Chinese, and one-third in the unknown

language.

Subjects

Two methods were applied to draw par-
ticipants for this experiment. First, a ban-
ner inviting participants was located on a
commercial web portal in Taiwan and,
second, email invitations were sent during
the spring of 1999, Resulting visits to the
experiment website totaled 625. Out of the
total experiment website visitors, 506
went on to complete the experiment, with
the remaining visitors completing none or
only part of the experiment. The sample
compared well with government statistics
on internet usage in Taiwan at the time
(Find, 2001) as well as private internet ser-
vice providers’ reported usage patterns
(YamWeb, 1999), with the experiment’s
participants exhibiting higher levels of
education than the Taiwan internet users’

average (see Table 2).

Dependent variables
Below each product description were six

questions relating to the products in the
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Word Wide qu Search
| Your Search Request Resulfs

Product Name: Notebook Computer

|Product Number: XC3362553

Description:

VB

|736T Pentium 11 266 Notebook, 64ME, 13.3"
TFT

# gl e
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T

Description
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—

736T Pentium 11 266MHz Notebook computer
has the reliable power of a desktop system in
a mobile unit.

i i i

Plenty of processing power from the Intel
Pentiuim 11 266MHz processor with MMX
tec!mology high quality video from the 133"
XGA-TFT color display with 1024 x 768
res()lutwn high-end graphics and 3D sound
 xlgive s you the kind of multimedia mobile power

B i
h s e e e

o W
- i

..........

Flgure 1§ Enghsh Language Result for Notebook Computer Product

search results.

The measures were
adapted from Lim, Darley, and Summers
(1994) and Lim and Darley (1997). In both
surveys and lab-based experiments, per-
ceptions of quality, risk, and value have
often been measured (Baughn and Ya-
prak, 1993). Perceptions about quality,

risk, and value of the product were mea-

risk (high risk of financial problem to low
risk), overall quality (low quality to high),
likelihood to break down (likely to break
to unlikely), workmanship (poor work-
manship to good), and technology of
product (low technology to high). Each
subject responded to all six questions for

each of the four products, resulting in 24

in a Spearman-Brown statistic of .80, and
factor analysis showed that the six survey
items loaded as expected on their three
respective factors. Each product search re-
sult included a space for subjects to type
comments, which was taken advantage of
by approximately one in three subjects.

The resulting comments revealed that par-

sured through two questions cach using  values. ticipants were cognitively evaluating the
seven-point scales, a negative rating (1) to products and not the software interface or
a positive rating (7). Specific questions in- RESULTS the web experience. Additionally, com-

cluded: performance risk (high risk of per-

formance problem to low risk), financial

TABLE 2

Reliability of the surveyv responses was

checked using a split-half model resulting

ments showed that subjects accepted re-

sults in any of the three languages and did

Sample and Taiwan Web Users’ Demographic Comparison

Grad. Average

Average College School Income
................................................ N i e O ool oTadute Gradiets 0 ANESE
Yonoan Wab Ueers® i N— = S, <o’ . . i N—— = o xR T

Experiment Sample 273 A4T% 41.8% 29% 64.6% 9.6% 20-30K

Tuiwait auerases from YemWelr, 1999
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not comment on the language content, for
example, such as requesting the page to be
presented in Chinese. Typical comments

included:

* The watch design is a little ugly.
* The watch face should be larger.

* The computer’s CPU is too slow.

Twenty randomly chosen respondents
were contacted after completion of the
data collection phase and interviewed via
telephone about their experiences using
the website. When asked what they
thought the experiment was investigating,
none expressed the opinion that language
was under study. At the completion of the
interview, the question was asked directly
if the participant ever thought that the ex-
periment was about the interface lan-
guage. None expressed that they had
thought this, and a few insisted on giving
the interviewer feedback on how to im-
prove the search engine. Demographic
data and online use/purchase history
variables, collected at the end of the simu-
lation, did not show any significant rela-

tionship with the product evaluations.

Analysis

The first hypothesis (Product web search re-
sults presented with low language barriers
where the language of origin is known will
oblain higher evaluations than when presented
with high language barriers) was tested by
grouping the four products together and
comparing the scores of the six dependent
variables across the three languages. Re-
sulting MANOVA main-effect scores re-
vealed significant difference (see Table 2)
only in performance (F; .., = 8.88,
p < .001) and breakdown (F, .44 = 3.14,
p < .05). Paired comparisons showed that
lower communication barriers were
related to higher performance scores,
i.e., Chinese outscored English (effect
size = .13), English outscored unknown

(effect size = .09), while unknown lan-
guage was scored significantly lower than
Chinese (effect size = .22). In an opposite
direction, breakdown ratings revealed a
lower likelihood of breakdown attributed
ta a higher communication barrier than a
lower one with the unknown language
scoring higher than Chinese did (effect
size = .13). In only the performance mea-
sure did English score significantly differ-
ent from the unknown language. While
English scores are generally higher than
the unknown language, the lack of statis-
tically significant differences leads us to
reject a strong language of origin effect
here.

The same design was used in order to
test the second hypothesis (The degree o
which a product web search result evaluntion
is influenced by language barriers is moder-
ated by the differentiation level of the product
under consideration.) The MANOVA de-
sign of language barrier by differentiation
{a 3 x 2 design) tested interaction between
the independent variables. Four out of the
six measures showed statistically signifi-
cant interaction (see Table 3), perfor-
mance (Fgupny = 998, p < .001), quality
(Fe o024 = 6.65, p < .05), workmanship
(Fya02y = 613, p < .05), and technology
(Fy a0y = 12.84, p < .001). Lack of interac-
tion between the variables for the finan-
cial-risk variable is to be expected, as both
the low and high differentiation categories
contained one low- and one high-priced
product. This result confirms that price of
the product did not play a role in this
study. Likelihood of breakdown showed
nearly identical scores across all lan-
guages regardless of the level of differen-
tiation. Thus, the second hypothesis is
supported.

Hypothesis H2a asserts that products
with low levels of differentiation will have
similar evaluations across levels of lan-
guage barriers. This hypothesis was tesled

by grouping the products based on dif-
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ferentiation and comparing the scores of
the six dependent variables across the
three languages. Resulting MANOVA
scores for the low-differentiation group
revealed a significant difference (see Table
3) only in the technology evaluation, with
the unknown language actually scoring
more favorably than Chinese (F, 4, =
3.98, p < .05). Although the effect size is a
small .09 (less than .2 Cohen’s d value is
considered a small effect, Cohen, 1992),
the increase in evaluations as the language
barrier increases is interesting. Each of
the measures that showed significant in-
teraction effects also repeats this pattern,
although not statistically significant.
There does appear to be a slight gain for
low-differentiated products as the lan-
guage is actually less understood. Lack
of overall significant differences sup-
ports H2a.

Hypothesis H2b asserts that high-
differentiated products will receive in-
creased scores as language barriers are de-
creased. This hypothesis was tested in a
manner similar to H2a, with only the
high-differentiated products included. Re-
sults showed significant differences for
performance (F, 4, = 21.22, p < .001),
quality (F, 5, = 6.33, p < .05), workman-
ship (F5 1012 = 452, p < .05), and technol-
ogy (F, 504 = 10.0, p < .001) measures, all
with large effect sizes. In each case, scores
decrease as the language barrier increases,
with the exception of the breakdown vari-
able, which moves in the opposite direc-
tion, although not statistically significant,
similar to the low-differentiation group.
Excluding this one exception, hypothesis
H2b is supported.

The breakdown measure appears to be
unrelated to either differentiation or lan-
guage barriers. Participants had little
opinion about the presented products ac-
tually breaking and may have given some
credit to the unknown language as a Eu-

ropean language. European products are
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TABLE 3
Means and Univariate F Values (Sum of Squares IlI)
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Complete understanding of the web page, using the local

native language, is advantageous to differentiated prod-

ucts, at both low- and high-price ranges.

often viewed in Taiwan as reliable and not
easily broken, compared to domestic and
American products. This perspective did
not seem to influence the other scores,
however, such as workmanship, and may
reflect a general language of origin effect
tor non-Chinese character alphabets when
consumer knowledge or opinions are

lacking.

CONCLUSION

As we enter an interconnected world
based on communication technology, it is
important to keep in mind that the world
does not communicate in one language.
Localization of web content is a laudable
undertaking, vet the reality is that content
is not made just on one web page, or on
one portal, but in the content the con-
sumer is searching for. From this perspec-
tive, MNCs are faced with localizing web
pages within each region of operation, but
since one of the basic tenets of commercial
websites is that they continually change,
in order to stay fresh and attract loyal
viewers” revisits, one may question the
practical capability of keeping such fluid
information continually available in local-
ized form for even justa few regions of the
world. Retaining consistency in branding
strategy would be quite difficult if each
region were to independently maintain
corporate websites, as well as eliminating
the advantage of centralized management
of a firm’s website.

Maintaining a single site in English,
Japanese, Chinese, as well as numerous
European languages, would require every
firm to retain a veritable United Nations
of translators on hand. While not address-

ing these questions directly, this study has

found that simple and direct assumptions
about the use of native language in web
pages (low language barriers) does not
necessarily lead to improved attitudes
about the product being presented on the
web page. Specifically, it is clear that
products with low levels of differentiation
do not suffer when presented in an un-
known language and in some cases may
obtaina benefit from presentation in a lan-

guage that is not understood at all (see

Figure 2). Complete understanding of the
web page, using the local native language,
is advantageous to differentiated prod-

ucts, at both low- and high-price ranges.

English in international marketing

Results suggest that English actually is not
a completely neutral communication me-
dium, the international language. Never-
theless, English can be a compromise
when other options are not available. We
must keep in mind, however, that this re-
sult will only hold as long as English is a
known language and understood at some
level. The international status of English
makes this assumption reasonable, but by
no means universal. For web users who

do not know any English, an English in-

Languag_;e Barriers \
Low High
Decreased Increased
3 Product Product
g Evaluation Evaluation
&
b=
o
@
=
O
©
=
B
o Increased Decreased
s
2 Product Product
Evaluation Evaluation

Figure 2 Summary of Findings: Language/Product

Differentiation Matrix
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Figure 3

terface will act as the unknown language
in this experiment and maximize low dif-
ferentiation goods. This advantage may
become even more apparent when the
products under consideration are homog-
enous goods such as commodities. For
high-differentiation products, an un-
known language is a clear disadvantage.
One compromise solution is to create cen-
tralized corporate websites that use En-
glish and augment them with product de-
scriptions in local languages. American
firms may also follow the practice com-
mon in Taiwan where nearly every web-
site maintains a Chinese language version
and an English version (surfers are pre-
sented with a choice of English or Chinese

upon entering these websites).

DISCUSSION

The technical problems of including mul-
tiple languages on a single website are nu-
merous and have certainly caused some
firms to hesitate localizing their sites. Chu
(1999) has detailed some of the problems
and solutions specifically presented in the
Chinese context with corporate websites
that include both English and Chinese.
Most importantly, he points out that the
focus needs to be on communication, not
technology. This includes not only the de-

tails of the language but also the cultural

Regcal Approach Used by Disney in Asian Websites

implications of what is said and how it is
said, as well as meanings conveyed
through graphics that are ripe for cultural
misunderstanding. In addressing the stan-
dardization-adaptation issue, Disney in
Asia is a good example of the regeal (re-
gional/local) approach. Disney’s websites
(see Figure 3) employ a regional outline,
supplied by the American Disney, while
the local offices are free to make the pages
relevant to their own local activities and
customers—most importantly, localizing
the language. Rather than translation, the
local languages actually reflect what is be-
ing done locally and include communica-
tions more relevant to the local consumer.,

Although a global consumer culture is
often spoken about, it may not run very
deep. In Taiwan, MTV's programming, is
mostly locally produced and the music
videos those of local artists, Thus, what
has been internationalized is not Ameri-

can cultural values but the core product of

vouth-oriented rock-and-roll videos, now
adopted, transformed, and translated
through the local culture. Alden, Steen-
kamp, and Batra (1999) found that local
consumer cultural positioning (LCCP) of
brand was most prevalent among seven
countries throughout Europe, America,
and Asia, even as the products themselves
appeared to be linked to global consumer
culture. We must take care not to infer a
global consumer exists simply because
symbols are observed crossing cultural
boundaries.

English can also be placed in this cat-
egory of adeption by local cultures. While
cruising the streets of Taiwan, a tourist
will quickly recognize many English
words on billboards. Yet a majority of
these signs contain misspellings and usu-
ally make little grammatical sense. These
errors do not come from poor English but
a use of the language as visual symbol. A

Taiwan consumer reading a newspaper

FURSEES=NE  HRANRENER

The only internationalize community with excellent artistic,
culture and most well-educated people in

Taiwan will be born soon at GRANDSCIENCE,
EE-EEREMNERREENR SEaEERBEREAHGNRRYE:

Figure 4 Taiwan Newspaper Advertisement for Houses
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and coming across the advertisement
shown in Figure 4 is meant to perceive the
inclusion of English as a sign of the simi-
larity between the homes for sale and
American homes, ie., free-standing, two-
story, with yard and garage (as compared
to normal modern Taiwan homes that are
more often small flats in high-rises). Ac-
tual understanding of the discourse is not
required—just an understanding of the
implied meaning within the context of the
local culture. Like Chinese food in America,
English in Asia is often only a shallow

representation of its original source.

LIMITATIONS

These results must be viewed in the con-
text of three important limitations. First,
while language was the emphasis of this
experiment, the cover story used, to avoid
biasing respondents, may have actually
trivialized the differences among the lan-
guages from the perspective of the partici-
pants. Additionally, the product descrip-
tions were themselves limited and in-
cluded only basic text. These limitations
may not reflect actual searches where
much more product data can be presented
along with multiple results that can be di-
rectly compared, thus increasing the im-
portance of cognition. While these simpli-
fications were necessary for the survey
conditions, they tend to mute differences
among the languages.

Second, although Chinese censumers
living in China, Hong Kong, and Singa-
pore share the Chinese language, and a
high similarity in culture, there are nu-
merous differences, such as consumption
behaviors and educational emphasis on
English, that could lead to different results
among these Asian countries. Along with
this limitation, the respondents in this re-
search were already web users. While this
may be useful in judging the effects of lan-
guage on people likely to be using the me-

dium being tested, the people not vet us-

ing the web may actually show more sen-
sitivity to the variables being studied. For
example, web users in this study, and in
general, tend to have above-average edu-
cation levels. This could lead to a higher
understanding of English.

Third, the complexity of the relation-
ship among the variables may make accu-
rate measurement difficult for both the
language of origin effect and the effects of
language cognition. Product categories,
involvement, experience, and many other
variables may play a role that increases
these effects in some combinations while
lessening them at others. The complexity
of the problem should not discourage fur-
ther understanding of this fundamental
part of marketing communications, now
brought center stage by the global growth
of the web. Don't Panic. D
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