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When Culture Means Business 
An ethnographic study of the Japanese market for Danish design and furniture 
 
 

The aim of this research is to add new insights to the field of study concerning culture and 

consumption, through a qualitative analysis of the Japanese market for Danish design and 

furniture.  

The research takes point of departure in two contradicting epistemological approaches 

towards the influence of culture in human behaviour. We have studied the Japanese market from 

a structuralistic perspective in order to analyse whether the Japanese consumer behaviour is 

determined by its cultural and social context. Quantitative data presents the Japanese market as 

characterised by a broad middle class and a high degree of purchasing power, which creates 

potential for Danish luxury products. However, from a social constructivist perspective cultural 

background does not determine consumption; instead individuals are influenced by the process 

of interaction and base their decisions on enactment. Hence, the study has analysed the impact of 

associations and cultural meaning for Japanese consumption of Danish design and furniture 

products.   

The fieldwork research has enabled us to provide empirical evidence of whether culture 

matters for consumption of Danish design in Japan. The results of the analysis illustrate new 

insights on the impact of being ‘Danish’ in Japan, and describe cultural similarities and 

differences between the Japanese and the Danish culture. We have taken these findings one step 

further investigating which strategies Danish design companies should pursue on the Japanese 

market. An in-depth analysis of the Japanese culture and market has explored the ‘unique’ 

cultural aspects of the market, which Danish companies should be attentive towards.  

As a part of the preparatory phase for our field research, we interviewed Danish 

companies and organisations for Danish design and furniture. From these conversations we saw 

a general concern about whether it means anything to be ‘Danish’. The global tendency of an 

increasingly integrated international market, make the Danish companies and organisations 

wonder whether they should focus on being more ‘international’ and ‘universal’ when 

approaching the Japanese consumer. This research illustrates the importance of increased 

awareness for the inherent cultural value of being ‘made in Denmark,’ among Danish companies 

exporting to Japan.  
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The Background for Research 
The notion of ‘creative industries’ was the key source of inspiration for us to conduct this 

research. Creative industry is a covering term for industries, which has cultural production as the 

core element of business. These industries are commonly understood as industries closely 

connected with artistic and entertainment values, such as film, music, fashion, and design1.  

In Denmark the Danish design and furniture industry has been one of the leading creative 

industries through decades, with a historical period referred to as the ‘Golden era’2, where 

architects and designers such as Arne Jacobsen and Hans J. Wegner presented Danish design to 

the rest of the world. Thus, ‘creative industries’ has a long history in Denmark and does not 

represent a newly invented concept. However, the recent international pressure on industrialized 

countries to find alternative competencies to cost performance makes the concept relevant today.  

This made us curious about the future potential for Danish value-based industries in a 

global competition. Therefore, this research focuses on ‘how culture can be turned into business 

and analyses the opportunities and challenges for the Danish design and furniture industry on the 

international arena. 

 

1.1 The Framework 

In 2006 The National Art Center Tokyo opened and became, at the same time, the largest 

unofficial showroom of Danish design furniture in Asia. Japan’s largest art museum got 

furnished with more than 1.000 pieces of Danish design furniture, and the providers Fritz Hansen 

and Carl Hansen & Son experienced their largest order in Japan ever3. As this episode illustrates 

the Japanese market has a huge demand of Danish design and furniture, which is why the market 

is hard to ignore.  

However, the market seem to be recognized as ‘far away’, not only in geographical terms, 

but also the lack of updated information makes it hard for Danish actors to fully understand and 

predict the market. While there exist abundant amounts of quantitative surveys and reports about 

the Japanese market, only little qualitative analysis can be found about the Japanese consumers 

and their reasons behind consumption of Danish design products. With the opportunity for 

conducting a field research we wished to gather empirical data about what people in the Japanese 

                                                
1 Official Homepage of ‘Imagine’ at www.cbs.dk  
2 ‘Golden era’ referring to the 1950’s and 1960’s Danish design, including designers such as Arne Jacobsen, hans 
J.Wegner, Finn Juhl, and Poul Kjærholm among others. 
3 Børsen 2006 10.Nov. Translated from ”Gennembrud for dansk design i Japan” by Kent Dahl.  
Borsen.dk: http://borsen.dk/  
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market think and know about Danish design and furniture, in order to investigate the market 

potential.  

This research aims to map factors that show opportunities or challenges for the Danish 

design and furniture industry on the Japanese market, by creating a deeper cultural understanding 

and an insight in consumer consumption. The analysis will investigate what strategy Danish 

companies should use in order to use culture as a resource in their marketing towards the 

Japanese market.      

In order to make the investigation as relevant as possible to the existing Danish design 

and furniture industry we have gained inputs from meetings with representatives from ‘Danish 

Design Center’, ‘The Industry Association for Furniture’, ‘Danish Designers’, ‘Danish Industry’, 

and several Danish design furniture manufactures. Their comments have created the foundation 

for our field of research and hence, the research question. 

 

2 The Field of Research 
Danish organizations promoting design and designers have expressed their interest towards the 

Japanese market (Danish Designers, Danish Industry). Furthermore, it is a fact that for several of 

the leading Danish design furniture companies, Japan is the most important export market4. For 

Danish furniture export in general Japan was the 11th biggest export market in 2007, and 

approximately 80% of the export is typically furniture with high content of design and only 

around 20% is furniture of mass production, which is the completely opposite tendency, 

compared to the rest of the export markets5.  

 In a way this phenomenon illustrates how Danish design has been accepted on the 

Japanese market, but for the Danish industry there are still several doubts concerning the way of 

approaching the market.  

From public hand the latest tendency is that promotion of the Danish design industries in 

2008 should be concentrated on supporting business investments in China and New York6. One 

of the leading organs for promoting the industry, the Danish Design Center, also shows concerns 

about whether a focus on Japan will be a good investment, compared to other booming markets. 

Nonetheless, they are interested in knowing what it takes to sell more Danish design to the 

Japanese market (Danish Design Centre).  

                                                
4 Conversation with Yukiko Sakuhara, responsible of the Japanese market for Fredericia Furniture on the 29/4-2008 
and a phone interview with Kasper Holst Pedersen, 30/4- 2008of PP møbler. Interview with William Boesen from 
Carl Hansen & son Japan, in Tokyo primo June.   
5 Conversation with Keld Korsager, Chairman of the industry organization Danish Furniture 23/4-2008 
6 Conversation with Susie A Ruff, Head of Design Promotion at ‘Danish Design Centre’ 09/05-2008 
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On the corporate level companies working with Japan as the largest export market is in a 

search of strategies that will enable them to maintain or widen the market share and provide new 

designs and designers to the Japanese market (Fredericia Furniture). Danish design furniture that 

is popular in Japan has mainly been classic designs, made by famous design icons from the 

‘Golden era’. In the challenge of promoting unknown designers and modern design, the 

chairman of the organisation Danish Designers, Steinar Valade-Amland, wonders whether it 

really makes a difference to be ‘Danish’ or if the design products are selling simply because the 

designs are matching the Japanese taste in general.  

This research will explain the enacted image of ‘Danish’ design and give guidelines to 

the Danish design and furniture industry in order to develop strategies for approaching the 

Japanese market, by focusing on ‘culture’. 

 

The research will investigate the following questions: 

 

Is the Japanese consumer attracted to Danish design furniture, because of the design features or 

because it is Danish, or both? 

 

Accordingly, which strategies should Danish design companies pursue in Japan? 

 

2.1 Research Design 

This research will analyse the relationship between culture and consumption, through an 

investigation of the Japanese market for Danish design and furniture. Broadly this research 

analysis includes three major investigation areas. 

Firstly, the research will explain what it is that drive the Japanese consumers to buy 

Danish design and furniture. Through two epistemologically contradicting theories of 

consumption the research will discuss whether culture is a determining factor for consumption, 

or the outcome of consumption. It aims to explain different views on the co-relations between 

the individual, culture and consumption, by studying the Japanese market.  

Second, the research will present the theory called ‘Japanese uniqueness’, which is 

particular relevant for this analysis concerning the Japanese market and culture. The theory 

claims that the Japanese national culture includes unique aspects compared to the rest of the 

world. This theory provides a stereotype of the market of investigation, and describes that Japan 

has an ambivalent stance towards ‘foreign’ elements. We will through our fieldwork confirm or 
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refute the theory, and conclude whether the Danish design and furniture industry should see it as 

an opportunity or a challenge to be ‘foreign’ on the market.  

Thirdly, the research will test the applicability of marketing theories that use culture as a 

resource. This part will build on the results from the two previous parts and test how culture 

should be used as a resource when Danish companies from the design and furniture industry 

want to do business in Japan.   

 

By creating a better understanding of the underlying socio-cultural aspects of consumer 

consumption this research will prepare Danish companies to be able to handle market specific 

tendencies in Japan. For companies within the creative industries qualitative studies about 

culture and consumption are especially valuable, because consumer decisions for these products 

are highly based on consumer taste and preferences.  

This qualitative analysis will be based on interviews with people working within the 

Japanese market with Danish design and furniture. The respondents are representing different 

organs of the business network, which provided us with inputs about the market seen from 

various perspectives. These include; distributors, retailers, manufactures, organisations, design 

fair co-coordinators, editors of design magazines, journalists, design experts and architects.  

 

3 Opportunities and Challenges on the Japanese Market  
3.1 The Status of the Japanese Market from a Socio-Economic Perspective 

According to ‘Danish Furniture’7 the furniture export to Japan constituted 2.2% of all export 

from Denmark in 2006”8. Although, there has been a tendency of decline of the total value of the 

export to Japan since 2003-04 (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 17.04.2008)9 some product groups 

still perform well in the export towards Japan. As the chairman of the industry organization for 

Danish Furniture explains, even though the overall Danish furniture exports to Japan is 

declining, products with high design content have maintained their market shares10.  

From a socio-economic perspective the Japanese market represents a potential and is 

likely to be favourable for especially luxury products, like Danish design furniture, because of a 

large middle class with a high purchasing power11. Moreover, the egalitarian societal foundation 

                                                
7 In Danish: Foreningen Dansk Møbelindustri 
8 Official homepage for the Danish Minestry of Foreign Affairs 
9 Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
10 Conversation with Keld Korsager, Chairman of the industry organization Danish Furniture 23/4-2008 
11 Japan has a Gini- index value of 25 compared to 32 in the EU and 41 in the USA which demonstrates a low level 
of inequality.  – From the official homepage of ‘Japan Focus’   
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in Japan bares a high degree of resemblance to the Scandinavian societies12. From an economic 

perspective the Japanese economy is no longer a booming economy13, but rather a stable 

consumer market, which could have an influence on consumer preferences and taste.  

 
3.2 Japanese Consumer Capitalism 

The Japanese consumer market is dominated by consumer capitalism, which since the end of the 

Second World War has created new subjectivities by shaping taste, identity and lifestyle options 

(Befu, p.212). The introduction of consumer capitalism has resulted in the increased and intense 

competition on today’s Japanese market for consumption. “Advertising and the use of media 

have become especially important to create needs, desires, and images of foreign products and 

services on the Japanese market”14. Thus, the companies need to be creative when doing 

marketing in order to get through with a message. Another characteristic of the Japanese market 

is the status given as a consumer. The consumer is prioritised higher than e.g. employees or any 

other stakeholder because of the intensive competition. As a result the service standards are high 

in Japan and the consumers are aware of the power they hold as consumers. The situation is 

similar on a corporate level, where the buyer is treated as the ‘consumer’ and regarded as the 

most influential part in negotiations.  

 

3.3 Cultural Uniqueness 

The second part of this research investigates whether the cultural theory of ‘Japanese 

Uniqueness’ influence the way of doing business for foreign companies who wish to sell 

products in Japan. While the Japanese have a strong, discursively created, tradition for 

underlining and emphasizing their cultural uniqueness, (Befu, 2001) compared to other nations, 

they also have a fundamental fascination with foreign cultures (Nakane, 1973). The Japanese 

consumers’ stance towards foreign cultures and inputs must be investigated, in order to advice 

whether Danish companies’ ought to promote themselves by emphasizing on being foreign and 

different, or on cultural sameness, or both, when approaching the Japanese market 

On one hand the Japanese have historically been fascinated by foreign inputs and 

influence. On the other hand there is a tendency for strong nationalism in cultural studies about 

Japan, which is often referred to as the theory of ‘Japanese uniqueness’15. This combination of 

                                                
12 Denmark has a Gini – index value of 24 and Sweden 23 – Eurostat, From the official homepage of eurofound 
13 Official homepage for the Danish Minestry of Foreign Affairs  
14 Befu, Harumi et al., ”Globalization and Social Change in Contemporary Japan”, Trans Pacific Press, 2000, 
pp.211-212 
15 Definition: Nihonjinron, Japanese term for ‘Japanese Uniqueness Theory’ 
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fascination towards ‘the other’ and the national protectionism included in ‘Japanese uniqueness’ 

represent a paradox in the Japanese culture that needs further discussion. In the following section 

the contents of ‘Japanese uniqueness’ will be described more in depth.  

Studies on ‘Japanese uniqueness’ analyse the Japanese national character, with a focus on 

the unique aspects of the Japanese culture. Thus, the theory is based on a perspective, which 

seeks differentiation from other cultures (Befu, 2001). In other words ‘Japanese uniqueness’ is 

based on distinctions made in contrast to other civilizations, most frequently Western 

civilizations, which have economical or political relationships with Japan (Befu, 2001). In his 

analysis of Japanese identity Befu explains the shared objective for writers of this theory as “to 

demonstrate unique qualities of Japanese culture, Japanese society, and the Japanese people”16. 

The theory of ‘Japanese uniqueness’ is criticised for being based on a culturally specific concept, 

which is believed as not being shared by any other culture. This denies the possibility of a 

comparative treatment of ‘Japanese uniqueness’ (Befu, 2001). 

As described previously foreign influence is welcomed in Japan, but what characterizes 

the Japanese culture is the process of adaptation and transformation, where foreign concepts not 

necessary influence the core of Japanese culture and society. For instance the circumstances 

during the period of industrialization did not enforce any radical changes in the traditional set of 

moral (Dore, 2001). Nakane describes Japan’s ability to adapt foreign influence as Japanese 

nature “to accept change with little resistance and, indeed, to welcome and value change; but a 

superficial change of outlook, as facile as changes in fashion, has not the slightest effect on the 

firm persistence of the basic nature and core of personal relations and group dynamics”17. 

However, Dore also recognizes the clash between the newer universalistic principles (expression 

of opinion, equality of the sexes, the duty of self-development etc.) and older Japanese 

obligations in today’s Japan (Dore, 2001).  

 Various scholars have argued that the Japanese culture has been founded on homogeneity 

and consensus. At the same time data shows that the Japanese market represents a huge market 

for niche brands and products (Clausen, 2006). This phenomenon is explained by Clausen to be 

possible in a Japanese culture, which is: “A homogeneous culture… but in a sense everybody 

wants to be different. At the same time everybody would like to be different in the same way”18. 

This indicates that there is a tendency of consumers following the trendsetters among the 

Japanese. Thus, they are brand-oriented and likely to appreciate images and concepts that argue 
                                                
16 Befu, Harumi, “Hegemony of Homogeneity”, Trans Pacific Press, 2001, p.2 
17 Nakane, Chie ”Japanese Society”, Charles E. Tuttle Co. publishers, 1973, p.153 
18 Clausen, Lisbeth, “Managing Scandinavian Images in Japan. Cute culture, Slow life and Zen simplicity”, 2006, 
p.11 (ask for permission) 
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why it was necessary for them to buy the product or service. Creation of a strong brand name in 

Japan is therefore essential for companies to achieve global success. (Johansson & Nonaka, 1996 

in Clausen, 2006) 

 

4 Culture and Consumption 
Scholars from different schools have given their explanations on how culture is related to human 

action. Studying a phenomenon such as consumption has the purpose of giving an understanding 

of the complex reality of human decision making. This particular research will explain if culture 

can be seen as a determining factor and/or an outcome of consumption. To do so, it becomes 

necessary to investigate studies already conducted in the field of consumption and cultural 

understandings.  

In the following section we will enter a discussion of the field of literature about 

consumption and culture based on different epistemological ways of thinking. After that the 

section will focus on the ideas of ‘conspicuous consumption’ and ‘cultural capital’ and present 

theoretical frameworks that represent two different perspectives on consumer consumption.  

 

4.1 Culture does Matter 

In many aspects global conflicts today reflect the paradox between a global integration and the 

challenges emerged from cultural clashes. We see a tendency such as multinational companies 

defining strategies of ‘going global, acting local’, which indicate the impact of national culture in 

international business. From a structuralist perspective these tendencies prove how cultural 

boundaries are impossible to overcome and eliminate (Hofstede, 1980, Trompenaars, 1997). 

Since each individual is born into a certain structural framework - this could be a national 

culture, a certain society, a social class or a family - this individual’s identity will reflect and be 

determined by his/her cultural background19. Hence, it is not surprising that cultural differences 

create gaps and we see different cultures clash.  

From a symbolist perspective the paradoxical tendencies in today’s world is a natural 

outcomes of a socially constructed world. Their arguments have a fundamentally distinct point of 

departure compared to the structuralists, and criticise the preconception that culture and structure 

are determinants factor for individual identity and action. Sahlins (1999) argues that people 

assert their cultural distinctiveness when life around them becomes homogeneous. Hence, 

                                                
19 Hofstede, Geert: Culture's consequences: international differences in work - related values. Sage, Beverly Hills 
1980 
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according to Sahlins, the global-local paradox of our time imposes peoples’ need to differentiate 

themselves, creating new cultural orders.  

In this constantly changing world, Sahlins (1999) argues how cultures are hybrid and 

constructed around shared values, memories and similarities. Applying this perspective, it is a 

natural reaction of resistance that people want their own cultural space in a highly integrated and 

heterogeneous world. Cultural boundaries should not be understood as constant nor 

predetermined borderlines between two different cultures, since such a perspective exclude 

dynamic aspects of the complex reality of the world. The focus should instead rely on the 

understanding of whether similitude is a necessary condition for cultural identifications and how 

distinction from others comes into existence within the process of interaction.  

 

4.2 Culture as a Resource – for the Individual 

From a structuralist perspective the society creates the structural foundation and culture is an 

abstract distraction that cannot be accepted as existing in reality (Hofstede, 1980). This dualistic 

idea has been a reason for critique by sociologists from the social constructivist school. From 

their perspective culture exists and forms the reality through the actions taken by human beings 

who make the decisions based on cultural values. Hence, ‘structure’ does not determine action, 

but frames the individual’s existence, and enables the individual to use values, knowledge, 

culture etc. as resources for strategic exchange (Watson 2002), and basis for decision- making.  

Each individual has multiple identities, which attach them to different cultures according 

to the circumstances and the context (Ailon-Souday & Kunda, 2003). In the process of affiliation, 

an individual use one’s cultural resources in order to identify or differentiate oneself with/from a 

culture in a particular time, place, and situation. Disagreeing with the structuralist arguments, the 

use of culture as a resource is possible, because people are able to act independently from one’s 

cultural background, and instead act according to the relations created within the process of 

interaction (Ailon-Souday & Kunda, 2003). As the individual can make use of own 

characteristics, knowledge, and values, it is also possible for groups and societies to use culture 

as a strategic resource, in order to reach goals and results. This is what Sahlins explains through 

the idea of modern culturalism, where invented traditions are constructed from a need of power, 

material gain, an identity, or a sign of resistance (Sahlins, 1999). 

 

4.3 Culture as Resource – for Companies 

Behind this idea of culture, as a social construct, that can be used strategically, we find a basic 

understanding of human beings. This is what White describes in his statement of how the symbol 
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is “the origin and basis of human behaviour”20. Although this might seem rather abstract, White 

is pointing at a basic human characteristic. He continues by saying: “No ape could appreciate the 

difference between holy water and distilled water – because there isn’t any chemically”21 Hence, 

human beings can attach importance to things we consider to have a certain value. This value is 

not only understood in economical terms, but also in terms of intangible assets that add value for 

the individual. As mentioned previously, people choose to highlight aspects of their identity 

according to the context, and form groups/subcultures around similarities they find among each 

other. The similarities are what White defines as ‘symbols’, in other words ‘values’ that creates 

the basis for cultural construction, through tangible resources as well as intangible. Thus, every 

object contains symbols, and people in the consumer society show interest towards goods and 

services that carry symbols, which reinforce their identity.  

This introduction to symbols as a cultural resource to drive consumption lead us to a 

further discussion about the underlying factors for consumer behaviour and how cultural 

meaning should be transferred in order to create consumption. For this particular research how 

Danish companies can use the fact of being ‘Danish’ strategically when doing business in Japan 

in order to increase consumption of Danish design and furniture on the market.  

 

4.4 Consumption as an Outcome of Culture 

Structuralist studies on consumer behaviour have been founded mainly in quantitative 

investigation and sampling of consumer behaviour where the consumer to a large degree was 

seen as a computer; processing data and making rational decisions about purchasing and utility 

maximization. Later ‘Social Psychology’ influenced the field by helping to create segmentations 

within subcultures, group dynamics and social classes, as influential factors for categorization 

(Miller 1995). 

 In the 1980’s a new perspective on consumer behaviour challenged the positivistic ideas 

with pluralistic epistemologies, qualitative methods and ethnographies. The academic disciplines 

applied were mainly sociology and anthropology focusing on culture and on emotions rather 

than rationality and cognition (Miller 1995).  

The theory of conspicuous consumption is based on cultural explanations for 

consumption, which represent a great and applicable alternative to the neo- classical economic 

theory of consumption (Trigg, 2001). In anthropological studies the co-relation between 
                                                
20 White in Sahlins, Marshall, “Two or three things I know about culture”, The Journal of the Royal Anthropological 
Institute, Vol.5, No.3, 1999, p.400  
21 Sahlins, Marshall, “Two or three things I know about culture”, The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, 
Vol.5, No.3, 1999, p.400 
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consumption and identity creation is investigated through studies on how the environment 

influences this process (Trigg 2001, Silver 2002). From this point of view the individual is 

inseparable from its social and cultural background, which has founded the platform for the 

individual’s resources for making decisions. Furthermore, the individual is well aware of how 

his/her identity is constructed in the environment. To explain this phenomenon Veblen (Veblen 

[1899(1994)] in Trigg 2001) takes his point of departure in the social hierarchy, which provides 

a social structure and a social ranking of people, which is based on economic wealth. ‘Social 

status’ becomes an indication of where an individual position himself/herself in this framework 

and his /her status is transmitted to other members of the society through social performance that 

indicates wealth, such as consumption. Thus, “status derives from the judgments that other 

members of society make of an individual’s position in society, and for this position to be 

established there must be a display of wealth”22. 

 

4.5 Social Structure as a Determinant for Consumption 

Through his idea of conspicuous consumption Veblen explains the phenomenon where 

individuals imitate patterns of consumption of individuals placed higher in the social hierarchy 

(Trigg, 2001). Veblen argues that members of each layer of the social hierarchy strive to obtain 

the ideals of the next higher stratum of society. This results in a phenomenon where each social 

class tries to emulate the consumption behaviour of the class above it, and moreover, the 

consumer behaviour of the social class above influences the class below (Veblen [1899(1994)]) 

in Trigg 2001). Veblen bases his framework on this tendency, which he calls the ‘trickle-down 

effect’23. To explain the consumer behaviour of how, different sections of the upper class, use 

their accumulated culture to distinguish themselves from those of so called ‘new money’. Veblen 

explains two main ways of displaying wealth; “through extensive leisure activities and through 

lavish expenditure on consumption and services”24. This concept of conspicuous consumption 

goes for all social classes, and describes the most important point of Veblen’s theory for how 

social background determines consumer behaviour (Trigg, 2001). The quest for ‘status through 

consumption’ is continuous, as “people must always try to acquire new consumption goods in 

order to distinguish themselves from others”25. At the same time consumer behaviour changes as 

these ‘others’ and the environment change.  

 
                                                
22 Trigg, Andrew B. Journal of Economic issues; March 2001, Vol. 35 Issue 1, P. 100 
23 Ibid, P. 103 
24 Trigg, Andrew B. Journal of Economic issues; March 2001, Vol. 35 Issue 1, P. 100 
25 Ibid, P. 101 
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4.6 Cultural Capital as a Determinant for Consumption 

As Fine & Leopold (1993 in Trigg 2001) illustrate with the case of Jeans, a good originally 

directed at a working-class audience, becoming popular in all social strata, in some cases 

happens a reverse reaction, a “trickle-up effect”, not steaming from the upper-classes. Bourdieu 

argues that consumer behaviour is no longer a “trickle-down” process within a social structure, 

but rather defined by subcultures and lifestyles across the social hierarchy. The main idea in this 

line of critique is that the role of a social class structure has vanished in post-modern societies. 

People no longer display their wealth in as obvious way as in the gilded ages26 (Trigg, 2001). 

Two developments in the American society, the Great Depression and the New Deal through the 

1950es, diminished the display of wealth and imposed the trend of the upper-class to understate 

their demonstration of physical possession. At the same time the rapidly growing purchasing 

power of the middle-classes lead to lavish consumption of consumer goods (Trigg, 2001). This 

meant that lifestyles disintegrated traditional patterns of consumption that used to be defined by 

social class and created new consumer behaviour patterns across social and economic divisions 

(Trigg, 2001). Miller believes that consumption is influenced by both the ‘trickle down’ and 

‘trickle up’ effect, and that it is a means to create identity. He argues that people consume 

because they strive to obtain something (Miller, 1995). Thus, he argues that people use 

consumption to “construct our understanding of ourselves in the world”27. 

Bourdieu explains how individuals make their decisions based on, not only, economic 

resources, but also based on their ‘cultural capital’28. An individual can use his/her cultural 

capital in order to associate or distinguish oneself to/from a social sub-group, and in that way 

construct their identity. Bourdieu elaborates on the concept of cultural capital, and argues how 

this strengthens the individual taste and creates the basis for one’s decisions: “The aesthetic taste 

of individuals with high cultural capital is used to secure positions of status in the social 

hierarchy through exercising a mark of distinction”29.  

The argument supports the idea that the individual in the post-modern societies, like 

Japan, is less dependent on forming their consumption habits on the basis of the social structures. 

However, the idea is based on the acknowledgement of the influence social structure, such as 

education and upbringing has on an individual’s references for acquiring cultural capital. 
                                                
26 The Gilded Age refers to a period major growth in population in the United States and extravagant displays of 
wealth and excess of America's upper-class in the late 19th and early 20th century and an extreme polarization of 
wealth. Described by Kevin Philips (2002) Wealth & Democracy – A political history of the American Rich   
27 Miller, Daniel. Acknowledging Consumption, Routledge, London. 1995. P. 30 

 
28 “Cultural Capital” is defined by Bourdieu as: ”accumulated stock of knowledge about the products of artistic and 
intellectual traditions” (Bourdieu in Trigg, 2001: 104) 
29 Trigg, Andrew B. Journal of Economic issues; March 2001, Vol. 35 Issue 1, P. 104 
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“Cultural capital can be defined as accumulated stock of knowledge about the products of 

artistic and intellectual traditions, which is learned through educational training and…also 

through social upbringing.”30 Thus, in this research cultural capital is the foundation upon which 

taste and aesthetics are built. According to Bourdieu cultural capital secures recognition and 

positions of status in the social hierarchy, which then creates an alternative structure of the 

society not directly determined by the economic wealth (Trigg, 2001). Bourdieu then goes on to 

say, “Individuals adopt strategies that enable them to acquire the required cultural capital to 

secure particular positions in the social hierarchy”31. Thereby a certain group of individuals 

create cultural barriers to maintain the social hierarchy.  

What builds another level on Bourdieu’s framework is the idea of the resistance to the 

tastes of those higher in the social hierarchy. A “Popular culture,”32 is more interested in what is 

practical and useful, than the aesthetics appreciated by members of higher social classes (Trigg, 

2001). By examining the middle classes Bourdieu reaches the conclusion that rather than a 

‘trickle-down effect,’ what actually occurs is a ‘trickle round effect’. The argument is the 

following: “The middle-classes aspire to adopt the tastes of the upper-class, but as they lack 

cultural capital they specialize in less legitimate areas of culture33”34. At the same time the 

middle classes define their tastes as an opposition to the tastes of the working class. Thus, as a 

means of staying distinct from the middle-classes, the upper-class can therefore, at times, choose 

to adopt popular or working-class tastes (Trigg 2001). 

The concept of cultural capital becomes relevant in order to analyse the Japanese market 

for Danish design and furniture, because design products are highly taste dependent (Kristensen 

2003). In a Japanese market, which consists of a broad middle class it is interesting to investigate 

whether Danish products appeal to a specific group of consumers.  

According to Bourdieu consumption depends on economical capital and cultural capital 

of the consumer. The following figure (Figure 1) shows how Bourdieu maps different consumer 

products according to the cultural capital and economical capital of the average consumer for 

that product. We have added ‘Design furniture’ and ‘IKEA furniture’ to the figure, to illustrate 

which product categories the products we study in this research are related to. In general the 

design and furniture industry is a creative industry, which focuses on producing culture and 

values. The products are closely related to lifestyle and aesthetics, which are both influenced by 

                                                
30 Ibid, P. 104 
31 Ibid, P. 109 
32 Ibid, P. 104 
33 Such as movies instead of theatre or popular music instead of classical music 
34 Trigg, Andrew B. Journal of Economic issues; March 2001, Vol. 35 Issue 1, P. 105 
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social upbringing and the accumulated cultural capital. Thus, the two products are places in the 

left upper field of the figure. Since ‘IKEA’ furniture does not require as much economical nor 

cultural capital as ‘Design furniture’, this product category is closer to the middle axe.   

 

4.7 Multiple Cultural Frameworks 

Bourdieu builds his theoretical framework on the idea of ‘cultural capital’ and ‘habitus’. He 

explains how “lifestyles of different social groups can be understood in relation to social 

hierarchy” 35 . On one hand it illustrates that different lifestyles are attached to certain 

combinations of economic and cultural capital. On the other hand it explains how habitus 

                                                
35 Trigg, Andrew B. Journal of Economic issues; March 2001, Vol. 35 Issue 1, P. 107 

 Cultural Capital +  Cultural Capital - 

 Economic Capital + Economic Capital - 
+ 

 Economic Volume -  

 Economic Volume + 
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Figure 1: Economical capital and  
cultural capital 
Based on Bourdieu,”Practical Reason”  
2001, Polity Press, P.5 
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influence the behaviour of the individual and create subcultures (Trigg 2001). With the concept 

of ‘habitus’ he seeks to reconcile the sociological conflict between structure and agency (Trigg 

2001). In this new system “The principles that organize peoples actions, which make up the 

habitus, are adaptable over time depending upon the constraints and uncertainties that evolve 

under different situations, but individuals are not conscious of the cultural force that guides 

them”36 Thus, Bourdieu proposes that “most signals are sent unconsciously because they are 

learned through dispositions, or habitus, or are the unintended classificatory results of cultural 

codes”37.  

This focus on subcultures, lifestyles and consumption could be seen as a third way of 

approaching consumption, searching for a balance between the pure structuralist perspective and 

the pure social constructivist perspective. Bourdieu acknowledges that individuals have multiple 

cultural references, on which they can base their decisions: “Lifestyles do not relate only to 

vertical points in the class hierarchy, as in Veblen, but also cut across the social hierarchy 

horizontally”38. Thus, in this framework culture and social structure both determine and are 

determined by human behaviour, such as consumption (Trigg, 2001).  

The most important acknowledgement deduced from the anthropologic studies of 

consumer behaviour must be the connection between the individual behaviour and the 

constructed environment. Firstly, the social structure has created a ‘consumption ladder’ based 

on materialistic needs for imitating consumer patterns of people from higher social ranks. 

Secondary, the social structure also creates the basis for the individual’s education and 

upbringing, as well as other social and cultural conditions on which the individual’s cultural 

capital is based.  

 Although Bourdieu presents a third way approach, he still stresses the importance of the 

impact social structures, such as national culture, has on consumer behaviour and preferences. 

This is why he argues that cultural settings and accumulated knowledge, to a certain extent, are 

determining factors for individual’s decision-making and actions.  

Another anthropologic perspective on consumer behaviour can be traced back to the 

social constructivist understanding of individuals and human behaviour. Silver contends that the 

consumer is dependent upon the judgements of others within the environment, and the consumer 

decision is influenced by the consumer’s ideal identity and position within the social hierarchy 

(Silver, 2002). Moreover, Silver argues that status is gained through a process of enactment 

                                                
36 Ibid, P. 106 
37 Trigg, Andrew B. Journal of Economic issues; March 2001, Vol. 35 Issue 1, P. 106 
38 Ibid, P. 107 
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(Silver, 2002), which means that culture is created through a process of interaction. Friedman39 

shares the same ideas and argues that modern consumption results in creation of identity. From 

this perspective cultural background does not directly determine an individual’s decision, 

because the individual can make free choices independently from his/her social and cultural 

backgrounds. Within the process of interaction new cultures and subcultures are created and 

people accept certain identities at different points, and distance themselves from others at other 

times. Thus, indicating that individuals have multiple identities40. To sum up, culture is a 

dynamic concept, which does not determine human action, from a social constructivist point of 

view.  

 

4.8 Culture Matters in Several Ways 

In this research we combine different understandings of why culture is related to consumption. 

Firstly, the Japanese national culture and social structure set the framework for the Japanese 

market and its consumers. By analysing market specific tendencies, we will explore if structural 

elements make the Japanese market more attractive than other economical booming markets, 

such as China, Russia, and Brazil. Moreover, the research provides insights about the 

opportunities and challenges Danish companies will meet, when confronted with ‘Japanese 

Uniqueness’. 

 Secondary, the consumption of Danish design and furniture is also due to the constructed 

image of Danish design. The consumers buy products that reflect their values or taste in order to 

create their own identities. The enacted Danish culture forms a framework for consumers who 

want to take part in or adapt elements from this constructed cultural group.       

The social constructivist approach to culture and consumption forms the platform for our 

analysis of how consumer goods can carry cultural meaning which, the consumer acquire 

through consumption of a good.  In the following section we will explain the theories, which we 

will test in the second half of the analysis.  

 

5 Culture in Marketing 
Based on the social constructivist view on culture as a resource for the individual as well as the 

company, scholars have carried out marketing studies on how culture can be used in marketing. 

Taking point of departure in the understanding that human actions are being based on enactment 

                                                
39 Friedman 1994 in Miller, Daniel. Acknowledging Consumption, Routledge, London. 1995. P. 32 
40 Ailon-Souday, Galit & Gideon Kunda. The local selves of global workers: The social construction of national 
identity in the face of organizational globalization. Sage publications, Organizational Studies24(7), London 2003 
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and strategic exchange (Watson, 2002) these marketing theories argue that there are several 

reasons behind consumption beside pure utility maximization. Goods can carry cultural meaning 

and transfer values to the consumer, as McCracken explains (McCracken 1986). Both the 

cultural context and constructed perceptions have an influence on consumption, because 

everything is enacted however understood, in the context, in which it is presented. Even though 

culture is socially constructed, these can gradually create fixed images and thus, result in 

constructed cultural stereotypes. Stereotypes can be described as a simplified description of a 

culture with focus on its characteristics. These cultural stereotypes can be used as frameworks 

for making marketing strategies. An example would be to use positive aspects of a national 

culture to promote a specific product, a strategy called ‘Place Branding’. In the following section 

we will describe the theories of Transferred Meaning and Place Branding, which will be tested in 

the analysis.       

 

5.1 Enacted Culture through Product Consumption 

McCracken explains how cultural meaning is transferred to goods through enactment 

(McCracken, 1986). Human beings are able to differentiate among goods purchase one over 

another according to the values as well as meanings they deduce from a product. Thus, 

consumers turn to goods to extract meaning from them to construct their identity. People use 

cultural categories, like gender, class or age, to classify and confirm the categories they belong to 

(McCracken 1986). Consumption becomes a meaningful activity that helps people give meaning 

to their cultural and social context (McCracken 1986).  

There exists an important discussion about the role of the consumer in this process of 

transferred meaning through advertising. On one hand the consumer is seen “as active 

participants in the process, the viewer/reader is kept informed of the present state and stock of 

cultural meaning that exists in consumer goods. To this extent, advertising serves as a lexicon of 

current cultural meanings”.41 On the other hand there is a contrasting idea of the consumer as 

being manipulated by “the power of the media (or the ‘cultural industries’) and correspondingly 

treat the media audiences as relatively passive and powerless, ‘victims’ of various kinds of 

media effects”42. 

The present study analyse which meanings and images Danish design and furniture 

products carry for the Japanese consumer. The consumer is an active part of the meaning 

                                                
41 McCracken, Grant. Culture and Consumption: a Theoretical account of the Structure and Movement of the 
cultural Meaning of Consumer Goods. Journal of Consumer research, Vol. 13. 1986. P. 76 
42 Miller, Daniel. Acknowledging Consumption. Routledge London, 1995. P. 296  
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transferring process, and so is the media. We will analyse how the Japanese media influence the 

constructed image of Danish design and furniture in Japan. In the following section 

McCracken’s core ideas will be described. 

 

5.2 McCracken: Consumption and Identity 

McCracken explains how individuals in modern societies are free to construct themselves and 

make their own choices of how they wish to define their lifestyles. According to McCracken 

consumer goods are an important medium of our culture; “they are a place we keep our private 

and public meanings… Meaning we use to define ourselves. We are constantly drawing 

meanings out of possessions and using them to construct our domestic and public worlds”43. 

Since human beings are able to deduce meanings from consumed goods, the choices we make in 

a process of consumption reflect our culture and take part in the creation of each individual’s 

identity. The consumed goods are furthermore objects for judgments from the surrounding 

environments, which re-construct the meaning of the good in order to categorise the consumer44. 

In this way people make their choices for consumption by choosing goods that make their 

culture tangible, and enable them to display it for others in the society (McCracken, 2005).  

The idea of goods carrying cultural meaning explains why marketing, design, 

quality and service are value-adding factors in marketing. As McCracken describes, consumers 

and consumer goods are way-stations of cultural meaning. These meanings are transferred 

through different instruments such as advertising (McCracken, 1986). Cultural meaning is 

constantly moving, and evolving over time, McCracken explains this process in his model of 

‘fashion systems’ and the concept of ‘cultural rituals’. In the following section his theoretical 

framework will be explained more in depth. 

 

5.2.1 Cultural Categories  

The following section describes the background for McCracken’s theory. In order to keep order 

of the meaning in the phenomenal world people create cultural categories such as class, gender, 

age etc. These categories differ for each culture and help defining e.g. good and bad and us from 

them (McCracken 1986). Cultural categories grid and divide the world into small cells, which 

can be organized into larger, but understandable and coherent segments. According to 

McCracken, cultural categories are often enacted through the consumption of physical objects, 

                                                
43 McCracken, Grant  2005, Culture and Consumption II. Indiana University press. P. 3 
44 E.g. according to gender, age or occupation etc. 
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Culture 

Advertising, 
Packaging, 
Event Marketing, 
Promotions, 
Product Placement, 
Public Relations, 
Point of Sale, 
Store Design,  
Store Display, 
Catalogues, 
Endorsements, 
Websites, 
Buzz Campaigns, 
Experimental 
Marketing. 

Product or Service 
 

Movies,  
Television,  
Radio, 
 Magazines, 
Blogs, 
Zines,  
Novels, 
Comic Strips,  
Trends,  
Fads and Fashion, 
Historical events, 
Sub cultures, 
Other Cultures 

Culture 

The Fashion System 
 

Enactment 

“because they are a vital, tangible record of cultural meaning that is otherwise intangible”45.  

Consumption is a way of materialising the intangible culture, and makes it possible to categorize 

and discriminate between cultural categories. Moreover, people act in order to continue and 

enact the cultural categories they want to belong to (McCracken, 1986, McDonald & Dunbar, 

1995, Weinstein 2004), and “in a sense the members of a culture are constantly engaged in the 

construction of the world they live in”46. The main point of McCracken’s theory of transferred 

meaning is that; “goods are both the creations and the creators of the culturally constituted 

world”. 47  

 

5.2.2 Transferred Cultural Meaning 

McCracken presents three stages in where cultural meaning can be located; the culturally 

constituted world, the consumer good, and the individual consumer. 48 Cultural meaning can be 

transferred from the culturally constituted world to consumer goods, and from the good to the 

consumer because cultural meaning is a mobile concept. Hence, McCracken focuses on studying 

these processes of transfer. Thus, the culture that resides in consumer goods and in the mind of 

the consumer originates from the provider of the good. This original culture deduces the 

associations of status, symbols and norms that the good carry throughout the process of 

consumption. McCracken (1986) defines culture as being two things; a lens for viewing 

                                                
45 McCracken, Grant. Culture and consumption: A theoretical account of the structure and movement of the cultural 
meaning of consumer goods, Journal of consumer research, Vol. 13, June 1986, p. 73 
46Ibid, p. 73 
47 Ibid, p. 74 
48 Referring to Model 1 

Model 1 ‘Transfer of meaning’: Based on McCracken 2005: 178, Fig. 14.3 
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phenomena, determining the appreciation and assimilation of the phenomena and secondly as a 

map defining social action. Hence, “culture constitutes the world by supplying it with 

meaning”49. 

In the first part of the model McCracken refers to as the ‘fashion system’, which is the 

stage where providers and consumers add value to a product by constructing a cultural meaning 

for the good. “Advertising works as a potential method of meaning transfer by bringing the 

consumer good and a representation of the culturally constituted world together within the 

frame of a particular advertisement... The known properties of the culturally constituted world 

thus come to reside in the unknown properties of the consumer good and the transfer of meaning 

from world to good is accomplished”50. In contrast to a traditional perception of advertising as a 

means of information, and manipulation, this perspective believes in an ongoing process of 

continual evolution where goods change meaning over time in an active exchange with the 

receiver of the advertisement. Hence, a discursively created ‘sameness’ emerges in the mind of 

the consumer, because of the stimulation from the advertising. Transfer of meaning has taken 

place from ‘the world to good’, and the good has obtained a cultural meaning.  

As the second part of the model the meaning moves from the consumer goods to the 

consumer through a process of symbolic actions and rituals. By ritual is meant, “Social action 

devoted to the manipulation of cultural meaning for purposes of collective and individual 

communication and categorization”51. The meaning and the values are transferred trough a 

process of enactment, where the individual decodes the meaning attached to the good. In this 

stage consumers perceive the carried meaning in order to construct a culture and identity as a 

reaction to the provided product.  

 

5.3 Doing Cultural Meaning Management in Japan  

This research will theory test McCracken’s theory and conclude whether culture and meaning 

management do matter when selling Danish design and furniture to the Japanese market. In the 

analysis of which marketing strategy the Danish design and furniture should pursue on the 

Japanese market, we need to know whether the Japanese consumers buy the products because 

they recognise similarities in culture, or because they are fascinated by the distinct culture 

behind the product, or both. The agents who drive the fashion system are to large extent product 

                                                
49McCracken, Grant. Culture and consumption: A theoretical account of the structure and movement of the cultural 
meaning of consumer goods, Journal of consumer research, Vol. 13, June 1986, p. 71 
50 McCracken, Grant. Culture and consumption: A theoretical account of the structure and movement of the cultural 
meaning of consumer goods, Journal of consumer research, Vol. 13, June 1986, p. 74 
51 Ibid, p. 78 
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designers, fashion journalists and social observers (McCracken 1986). Thus, in this research we 

will interview some of these agents in Japan.  

 

5.4 The ‘Made in Denmark Effect’ 

Place Branding theory argues for using the image of the Country-of -Origin as a strategic 

resource in marketing. To give some examples, would you buy a luxury car that had been 

designed and produced in Albania? What would you choose if you had a German and a 

Portuguese refrigerator with identical price tags on them?52 As these examples show, each 

Country-of-Origin creates associations that influence our judgment of a product.    

“Origin has played a significant role throughout history in enabling people to identify, 

classify, assess, think of, and act upon phenomena and objects53”. Just look at examples like 

‘Chinese silk’ or ‘German engineering’ (Papadopoulos & Heslop 1992). Stereotyping images of 

known objects, like the good engineering of BMW, reflected to an unknown whole, for instance 

the national culture results in a constructed image that links German engineering to high quality 

(Papadopoulos & Heslop 1992).   

In the post-war period the GATT agreements drastically reduced tariffs, which meant that 

foreign goods became available to the broader public. With the energy crisis in the 1970es and 

start 1980es, a wave of legislative protectionism and political campaigns in the western 

countries, the focus turned to buying nationally produced product. During the same period 

companies became increasingly attentive to using, or avoid using, regional or national 

associative names with their products, like French perfume or orange juice from Florida 

(Papadopoulos & Heslop 1992).    

In recent decades the boundaries of ‘made in’ have become considerably more blurred 

because of outsourcing, production of semi-components in different geographical locations and 

assembling in different places from the designing or administration of products. This increased 

integrated global market has, at the same time, resulted in consumers asking for more 

transparency for the goods. In this highly integrated world it becomes interesting to investigate if 

Danish companies can use national culture and stereotypes as competitive advantages when 

promoting design and furniture to Japan. The effect of national branding is determined by the 

created perceptions by others. Hence, we will investigate the Japanese consumer’s perception 

                                                
52 Examples borrowed respectively from lectures by Eric Guthey in ’Culture as a Strategic Ressource’, at CBS & 
Vicente Gonzales in ‘Comercio Internacional’, at ETEA, Cordoba, Spain. 
53 Product-Country Image – Impact and Role in International Marketing. Papadopoulos, Nicolas & Louise A. 
Heslop, 1992. International Business Press, Binghamton, NY. P.9 
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about Denmark and Danish products in order to suggest which marketing strategy the companies 

should pursue.     

 

5.5 Place Branding in Academic Literature   

As an academic discipline Place Branding, has been focused, mainly, on applied effects and 

operational variables optimizing concrete processes, while the cognitive and subjective processes 

in the minds of consumers have not been the focus of many scholars (Niss 1994). 

 The first studies emerged around the mid 1960s with Schooler’s (1965) work about the 

significance of ‘made-in’. In 1974 Lillis & Narayana added an interdisciplinary perspective by 

introducing elements from Social psychology and political Science, academic disciplines that 

had already a body of knowledge about stereotypes and their development. Later C. Min Han 

(1989) went into depth with the interface between country and product image showing how these 

influence each other in both directions (Papadopoulos & Heslop 1992).    

         The field is abundant in empirical studies of how the image of a Country-of-Origin creates 

a foundation for a strategic use of Place Branding in international marketing. One broadly shared 

perspective among the scientists within the field of study is that the Country-of-Origin does have 

importance when consumers evaluate products in purchase situations (Niss 1994). In the 

following part we will map different views on how culture can be used in marketing. 

 

5.6 Branding, Image and International Marketing 

When a company wants to build a brand and create an image in an international context it is 

important to keep their Country-of-Origin in mind, because as Jaffe & Nebenzahl (2001), goes 

on to say:”What is true for corporations, stores and individuals is also true for nations. Every 

nation has an image, either favourable, or unfavourable … Whatever these views are, they 

colour both investors’ and consumers’ perceptions of a country’s “brand”. And, these 

perceptions partly determine the “brand’s” marketability, whether in the form of export or as a 

place to establish a subsidiary”. Moreover, “A nation’s “brand”, or image, as viewed by 

outsiders, is an outgrowth of its…. Culture…. Managing it correctly may well determine a 

nation’s success in selling its goods in foreign Markets… Proper management of a nation’s 

image can give its business institutions a competitive advantage in world markets54”. As such the 

responsibility of a good national image does not only rest upon the quality of the products 

                                                
54 Jaffe, Eugene, D. & Israel D. Nebenzahl (2001) ”National Image and Competitive Advantage”, Preface, 

Copenhagen Business School press. 
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produced in the country, but also on e.g. the communication and functioning of the government 

and its institutions and by the image, as perceived in the recipient country, of the culture of the 

Country-of-Origin. Which means that: “brand and country image is similarly defined as the 

mental pictures of brands and countries, respectively…. These images exist in the consumer’s 

mind”55. Thus, in the discussion of whether consumption is determined by culture or creates 

culture, the theory of Place Branding argues that fixed ideas about a culture enforces or affect 

consumption. At the same time it is important to acknowledge that the stereotypes are enacted 

and socially constructed in a dynamic interplay between the consumers and other opinion 

leaders.  

 Various studies show that the less the consumer knows about the product the more 

important becomes the Country-of-Origin. The decision will to a larger degree be based on 

stereotypes and general perception about the Country-of-Origin than about the product itself. For 

consumers with a high level of knowledge about the product it is rather the case that they have a 

fairly clear idea about which countries are good at producing that particular good. For the well-

informed consumer the Country-of-Origin may even be able to substitute other specifications 

and work as a guarantee for quality. Furthermore, with experience over time a loyalty towards 

categories of goods from a certain country can develop the same way as for brand loyalty to 

consumer goods. This loyalty does also have a tendency to have spill-over effects on related 

product categories (Niss 1994). Finally, there also exists emotional association in the mind of 

consumer that might influence the consumers’ willingness to buy products from different 

Countries-of-Origin. These choices may not be rational, but rather build on political or religious 

reasons or be tied to personal experiences with, or in, a particular country (Niss 1994).  

 

5.7 Developed Countries versus Developing Countries 

“The image of a country is influenced by the perception of its people, level of economic 

development, quality of its products, products in which it has comparative advantage, etc. The 

image of a less known country may be highly influenced by the country category56 in which it is 

classified”57. Comparative studies of industrial and developing countries have shown that there is 

                                                
55 Ibid. P. 13. 
56 Categorization theory: ”An image of an object is comprised of the attributes ascribed to it via the categories by 
which it is classified. Examples…are its functional use, size, packaging, price range, brand name, related country 
image, etc.” - Jaffe, Eugene, D. & Israel D. Nebenzahl (2001). National Image and Competitive Advantage. P. 16. 
Copenhagen Business School press. 
 
57 Jaffe, Eugene, D. & Israel D. Nebenzahl (2001). ”National Image and Competitive Advantage”, P. 17, 
Copenhagen Business School press. 
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a positive co-relation between perceived value of products, and the level of economic, political 

and social development (Niss 1994). This is something that speaks highly in favour of ‘Made in 

Denmark’ in contrast to e.g. ‘Made in China’.  

 Niss (1994) also concludes that the Country-of-origin is a weighty factor in international 

marketing. This is the case both for developed countries and countries in development. 

Moreover, it applies both to individual consumers as well as to the business-to-business market 

with professionals performing the purchasing. 

 

5.8 National Products versus Foreign Products  

During the 1970’s and 1980’s Western governments initiated campaigns for people to buy 

domestically produced product, but growing integration in common markets, trade unions and 

globalization of the manufacturing of industrial products have lessened this rhetoric since then 

(Papadopoulos & Heslop 1992).   

 For the studies of Country-of-Origin in the industrialized world it is a general tendency 

that consumer behaviour demonstrates certain degree of preference for national products. This 

preference for nation rather than foreign goods seem to vanish when the price of national goods 

rises (Niss 1994), additionally well known foreign brands can eliminate this difference 

(Johansson & Nebenzahl 1986 in Niss 1994). When talking about the Japanese market the 

previously paradox, of fascination towards foreign inputs and protection for national products, 

could have implications for how Danish companies should promote their Country-of-Origin. 

Furthermore, higher and middle income classes, have more positive attitudes towards foreign 

goods than the lower income classes (Niss 1994). This is especially interesting for the analysis of 

the Country-of-Origin effect when exporting luxury goods, where the Country-of-Origin might 

become a factor of differentiation and competitive advantage.          

                             

5.9 The Enacted Image of the Country-of-Origin  

A consumer buying and consuming a foreign good or service is going to interpret it from the 

cultural categories existing in the country of consumption, not by the standards intended in the 

country of production, in Djursaa’s words: “The data indicates that foreign combination of 

products are interpreted according to the respondent’s own syntax, changing the use and social 

meaning of the products in the process58”. Furthermore, regional differences and social division 

makes the notion of national homogeny culture problematic “Within any country, we will be able 

                                                
58Djursaa, Malene & Simon Ulrik Kragh. ”Product syntax and cross-cultural marketing strategies”. European 
journal of marketing, 2001, p.10 
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to find a number of aesthetic subcultures, but mostly the aesthetic of power-holders will be 

dominant, with cheaper variants reproduced for the less wealthy“59. Thus, the recipients’ 

interpretation of the country image of the Country-of-Origin becomes a valuable source of 

information to the manufacturer in order to position and promote the products in foreign markets. 

 The significance of the Country-of-Origin varies depending on type of product, country 

of destiny and target segment. It is often the case that specific countries have specific product 

images attached e.g. design, know-how or quality. Furthermore, if a country is known for 

bureaucracy, inefficiency and corruption, this will affect the willingness of importers to engage 

in business with companies from that country (Niss 1994). A strategic use of the Country-of-

Origin is particularly important when; The company has recently entered a market, the company 

is relatively small and has got short investment horizons and is operating in industries where 

clear and positive associations to the Country-of-Origin exists in the minds of the consumers 

(Niss 1994). 

 Finally, we can say that profound knowledge of the general image of the Country-of-

Origin and the national product image, as well as the company image and the image of the 

country within that particular industry, improves the producers understanding of the strength and 

weaknesses of the product, and thereby create a better platform for decision making in 

international marketing and communication strategies (Niss 1994). 

 This research will test whether the theory of Place Branding is applicable in the case of 

marketing Danish design and furniture to Japan. Have the Japanese created a clear image of what 

is Danish? Is it a competitive advantage to be Danish or would it be more effective to refer to the 

County-of-Origin as being Scandinavian or Nordic?  

 

5.10 How Culture Matters for Consumption – from a Marketing Perspective 

As McCracken’s theory of transferred meaning, the theory of Place Branding is directed towards 

how the sender side – the Danish companies – can make use of culture in order to improve their 

performance on the Japanese market. Thus, rather than being used for demonstrative purposes, 

we will perform a theory testing to find out if the theoretical predictions match the data obtained 

in the interviews and if the theories apply in a Japanese context. The theories will be tested in 

order to conclude whether culture can be used as a resource when selling Danish design and 

furniture to the Japanese market. Furthermore, this research will map the image of Danish 

                                                
59Ibid. P.10 
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products and Denmark constructed by the Japanese, which will provide a better understanding of 

the Japanese market and create the base for action for Danish companies.  

 

6 Methodology 
The methodology in this project is the vehicle by which we mean to collect empirical data to test 

the theories and answer our research question. Thus, the methodology is the scientific tools that 

we navigate by to make an academically valid thesis. This project will use different strategies to 

interpret the driving forces behind consumption of Danish design and furniture on the Japanese 

market.  

In the following part we will explain our choices of methods that we apply to different 

parts of the analysis and explain how they will be used in order to answer how culture has an 

influence on consumption. 

 

6.1 Qualitative Research 

The empirical findings collected through the qualitative research allow us to analyse how culture 

is related to consumption of Danish design and furniture in Japan. Quantitative data will be used 

in order to describe macro factors with relevance to the socio-economic and demographic 

context in Japan. However, it is through the qualitative research that the project provides new 

insights about how culture is related to the Japanese consumption of Danish products, and 

thereby contributes to the existing field of study.  

 The qualitative research methods used in this research are mainly; in-depth interviews 

and participant observations. From the empirical data collected, we make patterns from the 

arguments we have heard and explain existing consumer behaviour and the significance of 

culture on the Japanese market. As qualitative researchers we aim to provide narratives about the 

Japanese market for Danish design and furniture, through the use of sensemaking and language. 

“Writing is not simply a ‘true’ representation of an objective ‘reality’; instead, language creates 

a particular view of reality”.60 The following section will explain how our qualitative research 

was conducted in practice and what the consequences have been for our analytical findings. 

 

6.2 In-depth Interviews 

In-depth interviews aim to explore the complexity and in-process nature of meanings and 

interpretations that cannot be examined using quantitative methods (Liamputtong & Ezzy, 2005). 

                                                
60 “Representation in Ethnography”,  Sage Publications, Van Maanen (1995) 
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In contrast to structured interviews and semi-structured interviews, in-depth interviews are 

conducted as conversations where the role of the interviewer is to encourage the respondent to 

talk about themes related to the research question. This type of interview enables the researcher 

to discover the subjective meanings and interpretations, which the interviewees deduce from 

their experiences. (Denzin, 1989c in Liamputtong & Ezzy, 2005) The in-depth interview is 

resource-consuming, and the method is criticized for being biased. However, from a social-

constructivist perspective quantitative questionnaires or any other alternative approach face the 

same problem of bias, since the interviewer choose the asked questions, and will be able to 

provoke certain kinds of answers61.  

In-depth interviews will in this research serve the purpose of collecting meanings and 

stories from people who are directly involved in doing business, or have an insight in the market 

for Danish design and furniture in Japan. One of the advantages of in-depth interviews is that the 

method opens up for unanticipated insights. It requires that the interviewer is able to control the 

flow within the conversation with the respondents even if the conversation takes an unforeseen 

turn. However, for this explanatory type of research in-depth interviews will help discovering 

aspects of phenomena that the researcher did not even think was related. In-depth interviews 

present our main source of data, and will help us to establish the meanings associated with 

Danish design and furniture in Japan. This method enables us to investigate the reasons behind 

Japanese consumption through primary sources. Having key actors from the Japanese market as 

interviewees, allowed us to get an insight in how professionals within the market make 

decisions. Furthermore, they describe the Japanese consumer for Danish design, which they deal 

with everyday.  

 

6.3 Participant Observations 

Participant observation is a traditional method used when doing qualitative research. The 

researcher experiences and observes the investigated field by being present him/herself. 

However, participant observation is criticized for the fact of whether the researcher is able to be 

neutral and not influence the observed reality (Kunda, 1992). For this particular research 

participant observation has been an important source of data that supplied the data collected 

through in-depth interviews. Besides getting an insight in how people are related to each other in 

networks in the Japanese design business, we have made participant observations in order to spot 

the tendencies our interviewees told us about during our conversations. We observed the 

                                                
61 Ailon, Galit. Mirror, Mirror on the wall : Culture’s consequences in a value-test of its own design. Bar Ilan 
University, Israel. (Draft 2007) 
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reactions of potential consumers when they were presented to new Danish design furniture, how 

Danish design was promoted to the trade fair as ‘Interior Lifestyle Exhibition’ and we observed 

what information the media provided to the Japanese consumer.  

 Furthermore, we found it very interesting to experience the cultural similarities and 

differences through our own observations. These participant observations were especially fruitful 

because we were two researchers with two different cultural backgrounds. For the most of the 

time we shared the associations, fascination, and the feeling of nostalgia, but sometimes the we 

were able to decode different cultural understandings out of the same experience.  

We will briefly mention situations where we made use of the methods of participant 

observation and took field notes.  

During the fieldwork in Japan, we participated in the opening event for Fredericia 

Furniture’s showroom in Tokyo, one of the first days of arrival. In the end of our research period 

we went to the ‘Interior Lifestyle Exhibition 2008’, which is one of the biggest design-related 

exhibitions in Japan. Moreover, we have been to one of the biggest bookstores to investigate 

how Danish design related magazines where placed and sold in the store. Last but not least we 

visited the newly opened National Art Museum Tokyo; to see how the biggest order of Danish 

design furniture was displayed and used by the Japanese visitors. 

   

6.4 Methodological Decisions for Narrative Analysis 

The data collected from in-depth interviews and participant observations have been sorted in 

order to make the findings valid as source for analysis. In this ethnographic research, the process 

of coding data was conducted through the following steps; creating themes, categorizations of 

respondents and responses, identify patterns within findings, and categorisation of data in themes 

and concepts.  

The methodological decisions for a research analysis are crucial in order to ensure that 

the design/data collection will enable the researcher to answer the research question, and that the 

study will be executed in the most efficient way (Hedrick, T. et al., 1993). The decisions have 

consequences for the credibility, usefulness and feasibility of the research analysis, and there 

will always be a trade-offs, what a method can and cannot do in comparison with another 

method (Hedrick, T. et al., 1993:124). 

Our research question calls for an explanatory research, which seeks to identify the 

dimensions of a problem rather than investigating a hypothesis (Bitsch et al., 2008). Taking point 

of departure in this type of research, the data was collected through qualitative interviews and 

participant observations, to identify the co-relations between culture and consumption. This was 
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conducted through asking selected interviewees about their views and experiences of the 

Japanese market for Danish design and furniture.  

The in-depth interviews were constructed through questions related to five main themes 

deduced from the research question and the chosen theoretical frameworks. The themes where: 

‘Consumer preferences and current trends’, Cultural similarities or differences that can be used 

to promote Danish design’, ‘Brands, designers, Country-of-Origin and the international 

competition’, ‘Design, materials and physical features’, and ‘The media’. The respondents were 

categorised into three groups; ‘distributors’, ‘experts’, and the ‘media’. The reason for this 

categorisation was the research question that calls for a research that includes different 

perspective on Japanese consumption of Danish design and furniture. By setting up interviews 

with professionals from each of these three categories we were able to analyse how Danish 

design and furniture means business Japan, as well as investigate how cultural images are 

constructed and promoted to the consumers, and by the consumers.    

The selected interviewees have been chosen from the resources and the personal network 

available for the research. The insights gained from the interviewees have had the purpose of 

reflecting the overall market situation for Danish design and furniture in Japan; furthermore it 

has served the purpose of illustrating phenomena that we find to be essential aspects of the 

Japanese market and culture.  

The 22 interviewees represent a wide pallet of professions who work with ‘Denmark’, 

‘Design’, or ‘Danish design’ in Japan. For the ‘conversations’, or loosely structured preparatory 

interviews, conducted in Denmark, we talked to Danish furniture companies and organisations, 

that work with trading between Denmark and Japan, and/or work with design and designers. One 

of the consequences for the in-depth interviews is the difficulty of make a systematically coding 

of the collected data in order to make generalization. However, we have seen patterns in the 

responses obtained from the interviewees, from which we will tell our stories about associated 

meaning for the Japanese consumer of Danish design and furniture.  

Within the framework of available resources, the interviewees have been selected in 

order to ensure different levels of information. Interviewing multiple sources will increase the 

possibilities for new insights and enable multiple views on phenomena, which enrich an 

explanatory type of research. The weakness of these qualitative research methods is the inability 

to present statistical findings, which confirm or disconfirm the researched topic. However, the 

pattern of arguments appearing from in-depth interviews based on independent sources we argue 

to be credible, and reflecting a part of reality, since the interviewees have brought up the topic 

themselves only guided by open-ended questions.    
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6.5 Tools for Narrative Analysis 

The directly collected qualitative data do not represent valid findings, on which we can base our 

arguments, without categorization and analysis (Richardson in Van Maanen, 1995)62. This 

research is a narrative analysis, because it studies the human action and background for making 

decisions through a specific focus on culture and consumption. The research conducts a 

fieldwork research where the researchers are directly involved in the research area by collecting 

data through in-depth interviews, conversations, participant observations etc. “Narratives are the 

best way to understand the human experience because it is the way human understand their own 

lives” 63 . Furthermore, the narrative permits the individual to explain her/his temporally 

experience (Richardson in Van Maanen, 1995), which in this particular research will allow us to 

hear voices from the current Japanese market for Danish design and furniture. 

 In our research the in-depth interviews were recorded and later transcribed, including the 

additional notes taken along with the process of interviewing. The interviews were read through, 

and for the first step of categorization we returned to the five themes that created our base for the 

questions, and sorted every sentence and keywords that we found related to one of the themes. 

This process of categorisation showed a pattern of comments, which for instance were repeating 

or opposing meanings about concepts such as ‘IKEA’, ‘Japanese culture’, ‘craftsmanship’, and 

‘Danish image’. We also realized that one comment could have importance for several themes at 

the same time. Hence, for the second step of categorization we aimed to map the key concepts 

that our interviewees had presented by analysing, which relevance each categorization from step 

one had for the research question.  

The chosen qualitative methods for collecting and coding the empirical material require a 

notion of the process of sensemaking and interpretation. In the following section these concepts 

will be described more in depth.      

 

6.6 Sensemaking and Interpretation 

Sensemaking is focused on the process of making sense, rather than interpretation that is focused 

on a particular piece of empirical data. As such it can be said that interpretation is a part of 

sensemaking, which can be seen as an overall process oriented epistemological approach to 

understand a given situation or a problem (Liljeberg & Guldmann 2006). We will now describe 

                                                
62 Richardson in Van Maanen “ Representation in Ethnography”, Sage Publication, 1995  p.218 
63 Richardson in Van Maanen “ Representation in Ethnography”, Sage Publication, 1995  p.218 
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how sensemaking and interpretation represent crucial concepts for this particular qualitative 

research.  

Firstly, the data collected through in-depth interviews, have been a mixture of facts and 

narratives that exemplify and demonstrate the reality as the interviewee experiences it. We 

acknowledge that the message given from the interviewee is being translated through the 

person’s subjective point of view. This is because what individuals express has been through a 

cognitive process of sensemaking that begins at birth and organizes and conceptualise 

experiences within a personal schematisation that individuals build through experiences 

(Liljeberg & Guldmann 2006).  

As researchers we also take part in the process of the told narrative, and even for a 

researcher who strives to be neutral, the interaction and the settings for an interview will 

influence the outcome. In order to grasp the essence of the different responses, it therefore 

becomes important to include aspects such as the interviewee’s background, the interview 

situation and furthermore, pay attention to the whole flow in the interview rather than focusing 

on one sentence while doing the analysis. Later in this research the background of the 

interviewees and the role of the researcher will be described64. Still we do not believe in an 

absolute objectivity because people do not only make sense from individual backgrounds, but 

rather through a process of enactment and emotions. “Sensemaking is social, because it is 

through interaction with others we make sense of uncertainties in the environments we move in. 

Though, social sensemaking does not need to spring from collective actions, because people will 

interpret an event in different ways and thus, make sense of it differently”65.  

In the process of analysing the data we will, as researchers, conduct a second 

interpretation, where we recapture the essence of the messages and draw conclusions in order to 

create our own text (Emerson et al, 1995, Clausen, 2004a). Thus, our narrative analysis will be 

based on the process of sensemaking, which is “the construction and reconstruction of meaning 

by the actors, as they attempt to develop a meaningful framework for understanding their 

surrounding environments and themselves”66. 

Secondly, participant observations are as well a data collecting method, which is highly 

based on sensemaking. Even though, the researcher aims to observe objectively, the moment the 

researcher starts to make fieldnotes, the situation has been enacted and thus, interpreted by the 

                                                
64 Reffering to the part called ‘Our role as interviewers’ and ‘The interviewees’ 
65 Weick 1995 in Liljeberg & Guldmann: “Sensemaking of the Nordic Participation in EXPO 2005, Japan” – a 
Narrative Approach”, Copenhagen Business School,  2006 
66 Gioia & Chittipeddi 1991 & Weick 1995 in Liljeberg, Anders & Stine Guldmann. “Sensemaking of the Nordic 
Participation in EXPO 2005, Japan – a Narrative Approach” Copenhagen Business School, 2006 
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researcher. This is an unavoidable process according to the social constructivist perspective, 

because people make sense of the world through enactment (Weick 1979 & 1995 in Liljeberg & 

Guldmann 2006).  

“Enactment occur when we act and bring structures and events into existence, thus, 

action is essential to enact and enactment is furthermore influenced by the moods we hold when 

producing and enacting environments”67. Our research has been a continuous process of 

enactment, where our own capabilities for making sense of the collected data have set the limits 

for our analysis and findings. The research question has been the driving force behind our 

actions, and has therefore influenced every process of interaction that we have been involved in. 

We must acknowledge the fact that it is impossible to be neutral when conducting a research. 

  

6.7 Interpretation 

While Watson defines sensemaking as “A concept increasingly used instead of ‘interpretation’ – 

to emphasise the ‘active’ elements of people’s effort to give meaning to phenomena”68, Weick 

(1995), talks about interpretation as an element within sensemaking. Regardless of which of the 

two ideas one find to be the more precise, interpretation is closely related to the process of 

sensemaking, which is why we will look at studies concerning interpretation.  

Denzin (2001) uses the term ‘Interpretive interactionism’ to describe how subjects 

interpret worlds and meanings, and their representation. “Humans have no direct access to 

reality. Reality, as it is known, is mediated by symbolic representation, by narrative texts, and by 

televisual […] structures that stand between the person and the so-called real world“69.  

 The main principles behind this way of viewing the world are that all human experience 

is subject to interpretation, which themselves will always be subjective and inconclusive. Thus, 

the task for the scientific researcher is, through interpretation, to make the material available to 

others (Denzin, 2001). “Interpretation is understood to refer to the attempt to explain meaning. 

An interpreter translates the unfamiliar into the familiar. The act of interpreting gives meaning 

to experience. Meaning refers to that which is in the mind or the thoughts of a person […] 

Meaning is embedded in the stories persons tell about their experiences. Once experiences have 

been interpreted, their meaning can be understood.[…] Understanding can be emotional, 

cognitive, or both“70.   

                                                
67 Weick, 1979 & 1995 in Liljeberg & Guldmann: “Sensemaking of the Nordic Participation in EXPO 2005, Japan – 
a Narrative Approach”, 2006.     
68 Watson, Tony J. “Organising and Managing work”. Pearson Education Limited. 2002. P. 458 
69 Denzin, Norman K. “Interpretive Interactionism”. SAGE Publications Inc. California. 2nd edition. 2001. Preface  
70 Denzin, Norman K. “Interpretive Interactionism”. SAGE Publications Inc. California. 2nd edition. 2001, P. 119 
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When working with interpretation of qualitative material the researcher needs to be open-

minded, since plural interpretations are possible in most cases. The inconclusive nature of 

interpretation makes room for different outcomes that only in retrospect can prove one 

interpretation to have been better than others (Gilje &Grimen 2002). In this research our 

interpretation of the collected data will be, based upon subjective factors like experiences and 

judgments of circumstances.    

This research aims to make available the subjective opinions of distributors, experts and 

the media on the Japanese market for high-end Danish design furniture, in order to investigate 

whether culture is related to consumption. The narrative analysis will be conducted through a 

process of sensemaking and interpretation. Since sensemaking is based on enactment, factors 

such as the background of the researcher, the interview settings, language spoken, questions 

asked and the background of the interviewees all have had an influence on the outcome and 

created the framework for social interaction and sensemaking for this research. We will in the 

following section describe the settings for our fieldwork.  

 

7 Confessions about Fieldwork in Japan 
In this second part of the methodology section we are going present an account of our fieldwork 

experiences in Tokyo. We will use the stylistic format that some ethnographers call a 

‘confessional tale’ (Van Maanen, 1988, Kunda, 1992/2006). By that we mean to explain the 

background factors that have influenced the outcome of the interviews. This section shows the 

potential bias, generalisations, and shortcomings that have occurred while drawing points out 

from different interviews and observations in order to conduct this analysis.  

 

7.1 Cultural Backgrounds 

In relation to interviewing actors in the Japanese market it becomes a huge advantage to have a 

Japanese background in order to be able to decode, not only the linguistic, but also the non-

verbal nuances that will surface when interviewing Japanese people. In this research the two 

researchers represented two different cultural backgrounds, which turned out to be 

complementary in the process of sensemaking.  

 Aya is born in Denmark and have, except from two semesters abroad lived in Denmark 

her whole life. Both her parents are Japanese and she is bilingual both in writing and speaking 

Danish and Japanese. The same is the case for the English language. Besides of the Japanese 

language, Aya is brought up by parents who are both working with design and furniture in 
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Denmark and Japan, which has opened up for access to contact opinion leaders within the 

market. Through her experience from marketing Danish design tableware to the Japanese 

market, Aya has also an understanding of the Japanese business culture, which has been a 

resource in analysis.    

Being able to communicate in Japanese turned out to be a huge advantage since half of 

our interviewees were not able to have conversations in a foreign language. In the beginning of 

every interview we asked the interviewees which language they preferred to speak in, and it was 

obvious that the option to speak in Japanese made the interviewees feel comfortable from the 

beginning of the conversation.   

 Jakob is born in Denmark by Danish parents and as such he does not have the same 

ability to decode or interpret the Japanese conversations as Aya, but in the cases of English and 

Danish spoken interviews, have been able to participate actively. Paradoxically, the effect of 

being Japanese tended to make the Japanese interviewees forget that Aya is from Denmark. In 

that sense Jakob represented the connection to Denmark, which had a positive effect towards the 

Japanese interviewees who appreciate visits from abroad, and in a way made the interviewees 

feel responsible for helping us. Moreover, Jakob was able to give an outsiders perspective on the 

observations and experiences in Japan, which were overseen by a Japanese person. Hence, our 

different cultural backgrounds gave the analysis a broader foundation for sensemaking, which 

prevented us from making judgements from unanimous set of preconceptions. However, as much 

as our different cultural backgrounds created dynamics, difference in interpretation also resulted 

in ambiguities when sorting the data.    

In total 14 interviews were conducted, including 22 interviewees. 4 of the interviews 

were conducted in English, 7 of the interviews were in Japanese, and 3 of the interviews were 

held in Danish.  

  

7.2 Our Role as Interviewers  

When conducting a narrative analysis, who the interviewer is, does have an influence on the 

process as well as the results. Ailon (2007) talks about how being a highly pregnant woman 

opened doors for her while doing field work and Kunda (2006/1992) discusses how his 

background of being an Israeli doing fieldwork in The United States influenced the results he 

obtained. Thus, ignoring gender, race, age, occupation, nationality and personal relations, would 

be negligent.   

 In our case, the status of being students rather than professionals allowed us to gather 

information from different sources, in some case from both sides of a competing area. We 
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realised how many of our interviewees talked openly about their experiences and about their 

business, which could be because, as students, we were not seen as a threat. Furthermore, the 

interviewees had all an interest in the overall goal for the research, which can also have had an 

impact on the openness among the interviewees.   

Another factor to mention about the relationship between the interviewers and the 

interviewees is the pre-established trust that was created. For the majority of the respondents the 

contact was established through personal relations or through recommendations from personal 

contacts, which had significance for the conversations and the commitment for participating in 

the research.  

 

7.3 Interviews and Settings 

During the fieldwork in Japan we performed 14 in-depth interviews. They were performed in 

different settings; in showrooms of the distributors (three), in cafes & restaurants (five), in the 

Nordic pavilion at the Interior Lifestyle Exhibition (four), at the offices of Design Associations 

and PEN Magazine (two). The interviews were carried out in open settings to make the 

interviewee feel ease and free to speak. Most of the interviews were recorded and then 

transcribed. When recording was not possible, field notes were used. Later these notes, as well as 

the notes we made as complementary data to the recordings, were re-written into word-

documents. While both interviewers took notes for the interviews conducted in Danish and 

English, Aya made notes during the Japanese interviews.  

Different cultural backgrounds meant that Aya has had to verbalize and translate many 

cultural codes along with the process of interviewing, in order for Jakob to understand the 

underlying meanings of phenomena, such as conducts of communication and doing business.  

      

7.4 Selection of Interviewees71 

Our choice of interviewees relayed on Aya’s network, which gave us access to a large part of the 

industry without struggling to pass too many gatekeepers. Moreover, we selected the 

interviewees according to the explanatory research question that we found necessary to 

investigate by collecting data from different types of professions, in order to get different 

perspectives on the market. We selected interviewees representing the media, organizations from 

the Danish and the Japanese sides, and designers. Furthermore, we interviewed people in the 

vertical chain of business in order to cover the process from the factory until the product is 

                                                
71 An overview of the interviewees and their role in the market see Appendix 1 
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provided to the end-consumer. These interviewees were representing manufacturers, importers, 

agents/brand managers, distributors, and retailers within the Japanese market for Danish design 

and furniture.  

The reason why we have not included the end-users among our interviewees is because 

this research investigates a problem concerning ‘taste and culture’, which is a very individual 

matter. Hence, an individual consumer’s response would be personal and not reflecting the 

market. In order to explore tendencies, an analysis based on comments from the end-users would 

require a huge amount of interviews before the outcome would be representative for the market.  

   We believe that people, who are connected to Danish design and furniture in Japan, either 

through professions within the horizontal or vertical network, are people who represent and/or 

create the needs for Danish design and furniture in Japan. With their professional expertise they 

can provide insights about what characterize the niche market and its consumers. This will help 

our understanding of the existing market for Danish design and furniture in Japan, as well as 

insights from the opinion leaders will reflect which direction the market is moving, in order to 

investigate the potential of the market.   

 The selection of interviewees based on personal relations could be criticized for being 

limited and blind to including potentially relevant respondents. However, the selection of 

interviewees for this analysis covered the key actors of the Japanese market for Danish design 

and furniture, something we realized along with the process of conducting the fieldwork; On the 

first day of the fieldwork we participated in an opening of the Danish furniture manufacturer, 

Frederecia Furniture’s showroom in Tokyo, where we met the majority of the people we had 

planned to interview in the following days. Several of the interviewees we met again at the 

Interior Lifestyle Exhibition, and we realized that we had been in contact with the core group of 

people working in the industry. Furthermore, the respondents referred to each other, and for 

some interviews we were introduced to new people through our interviewees. For the 

interviewees: Living Motif, Elle Deco and PEN magazine the originally contacted interviewees 

invited a third part to the interview, because they meant that their expertise would enrich the 

interview. In this way we also reached people with relevant knowledge, from outside our 

personal network.  

 

7.5 Categorisation of Interviewees 

The Japanese interviewees have been categorized into three groups of respondents: distributors 

and retailers, the media, and the experts. We prepared a list of themes to structure the interviews 

for each group of interviewees (Appendix 2).  
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The respondents all had an insight in the Japanese market for Danish design and 

furniture. Hence, they were selected according to their importance to the researched question 

following the method of ‘criterion sampling’72. We acknowledged the possible emergence of 

unexpected changes of direction in the investigated field, during qualitative interviews and 

during the research process. Therefore, the research design has been open to emergent 

information until the study was completed. This approach of ‘opportunistic sampling’ enabled 

the research process to be flexible and allowed the study to develop after the fieldwork had 

begun (Liamputtong & Ezzy 2005). 

 

7.6 Carrying out the Interviews 

The interviews for this research have focused on giving the interviewees room to speak freely, 

and to tell stories without directing them too much with questions.  In practice this meant that we 

would usually present our project and its scope to the interviewee/s and then ask them about their 

professions and how they are in connection with Denmark or design, which usually lead to them 

answering some of the questions we had.  

 We had prepared three different lists of conversation themes, one for each group of 

interviewees, although some themes were repeated for all respondents. While interviewing we 

used the list to keep an eye on which topics we had discussed. The three categories in which the 

respondents were divided were: 1) The distributors and retailers.  2) The media. 3) The experts 

(including: country managers, architects, designers, experts, and organizations). In the following 

section we will briefly describe the interviewees, whose comments have provided the foundation 

for this qualitative research.   

 

7.7 The Interviewees 

7.7.1 The Distributors and Retailers  

Carl Hansen & Son Japan is the Japanese subsidiary of the Danish furniture manufacturer Carl 

Hansen & Søn. They have established their own showroom in Tokyo. The Japanese market is the 

largest export market for Carl Hansen & Søn, which is why they also have invested in a 

showroom and a local warehouse for stocking with six employees. They are famous for 

producing Danish design classics, mainly, designs by Hans J. Wegner. 

 

                                                
72 “Criterion Sampling: “All cases that meet a set of criteria are selected”, Liamputton & Ezzy (2005) 
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Fritz Hansen is a Danish furniture manufacturer, who is world famous for their collection of 

Danish design classics such as designs by Arne Jacobsen. The Japanese market is one of the 

largest export markets for the company, who have recently provided furniture for the NACT 

museum in Tokyo. 

 

Frederecia Furniture is a Danish furniture manufacturer, who recently opened a showroom in 

Tokyo in order to keep a close contact to the Japanese market, which is their largest export 

market. The company is famous for producing furniture designed by Nana Ditzel, among other 

designers.   

 

Living Motif is the designs select shop owned by AXIS Inc., situated in Tokyo. AXIS has been 

one of the leading companies who started to work with imported design goods in Japan, and has 

been the frontrunner as provider for national and international design in Japan.  

 

Landscape Products is a design select shop that has close ties to several select shops in Japan, 

because of their role as distributor of self-produced design articles and foreign products. Their 

original expertise has been on selling Nordic vintage furniture, as a retailer.  

 

Scandinavian Living is a large distributor of mainly Danish design and living products in Japan. 

They are distributors of wooden floor, windows, tableware, lightings and furniture 

manufacturers. They work with brands like Fritz Hansen, PP Møbler, Ruud Rasmussen, Light 

years, and Fredericia Furniture in Japan.     

 

7.7.2 The Media 

Pen Magazine is a lifestyle magazine targeted at professional men age 30-50 with an interest in 

design, architecture and lifestyle. They were amongst the first who started writing intensively 

about Nordic lifestyle and design and according to themselves they have a great deal of 

responsibility for having made ‘Nordic’ trendy. PEN is published twice a week and is without 

doubt one of the most influential magazines concerning design and trends.  

  

Elle Deco is also a lifestyle magazine, but targeted towards women in the age group 25-50 years 

age. The focus is mainly on interior design and decoration. The magazine is published once 
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every second months, and includes international topics and articles concerning design and living. 

They highlight the retro aspect of Nordic design, in order to appeal to their female audience. 

 

Børsen is a Danish newspaper focusing on economy. For 15 years Kent Dahl has been the Japan 

correspondent for Børsen, reporting about Danish companies doing business in Japan, and has an 

insight in design, trends and economy. 

 

7.7.3 The Experts 

Hiroki Saito, country manager for Danish companies such as Rosendahl, AC Perch, and 

Trollbeads. Moreover, he works with Ko Design Concept, who brands and promotes Nordic 

design and lifestyle in Japan. 

  

Ko Design Concept (Daiki Koshiba) produces events and promotes Nordic design and lifestyle. 

The company coordinated the Nordic Pavilion during the Interior Lifestyle Exhibition, which 

was based on the idea of creating synergy by promoting different Nordic brands as a part of the 

image of ‘Nordic Lifestyle’. Ko Deisgn Concept also has close ties to Illums Japan73. 

 

The Royal Danish Embassy, have a department for ‘design and furniture’ within the trade 

department of the embassy in Japan. Mr. Seiichi Yamanaka has been working as the responsible 

for the section for nearly ten years, and has organised several Danish design promoting events 

through the years. Moreover, he is the head editor of the monthly magazine ‘Hi Denmark’, 

which serves the purpose of informing the Japanese public about the latest news from Denmark. 

He is an expert in Danish design business, and the Japanese market for Danish design products. 

 

Reed Exhibitions74 & Design Associations75 are the organizers of 100% Design Tokyo, which is 

an annual design week, support by the Japanese Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry76. 

Reed Exhibitions Limited is one of the biggest exhibition organiser with head office in England 

and Wales. Design Association is a Japanese NPO77, which strives for Tokyo to become one of 

the main cities of design. 

 

                                                
73 Japanese franchise of  the Danish design store Illums Bolighus 
74 Reed Exhibitions Official Homepage 
75 Design Associations Official Homepage 
76 100% Design Tokyo Official Homepage 
77 NPO: Non Profit Organisations 
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Kilt Design78 is a Japanese furniture manufacture established in 1959. Currently they are starting 

a project where they will create a ‘designed in Denmark, made in Japan’ product. Moreover, they 

are importing Danish furniture such as Carl Hansen, PP Møbler and Fredericia, and do also 

repair Danish classic furniture in Japan. 

 

Plus One Design is a furniture design office in Tokyo, run by designer Hiroshi Akutsu. He has 

an in-depth knowledge in the Japanese design industry, and has participated in Danish-Japanese 

design co-operations in Denmark and Japan. 

 

Nana Architect Office is an architect office in Tokyo, run by architect Kana Hoshi. She has a 

degree from The Royal Danish Art Academy, and has lived in Copenhagen.  

 

7.8 Fieldwork in Denmark and Japan 

7.8.1 Preparatory conversations – Background for the Research Questions  

Research work was conducted on different stages of this research process. In the preparatory 

stages we did some fieldwork study in Denmark in order to search for the most central issues in 

concern, which could lead us to our research question. In the period prior to going to Japan we 

performed a small pilot study including a series of preparatory conversations/interviews in 

Copenhagen. The objective of these conversations was to pinpoint the most relevant factors to 

investigate for the industry of Danish design and furniture. Even though we had a field of 

interest, we wanted to get different perspectives on the relevance of investigating the Japanese 

market, by interviewing actors from the Danish design and furniture industry. The conversations 

were open and unstructured, and served the purpose of confirming/disconfirming the relevance 

of our field of interest. 

 We talked to representatives from four industry organisations: Chairman of Danish 

Furniture Keld Korsager, Chairman of Danish Designers79 Steinar Mowatt Valade-Amland, 

Teamleder & Project Responsible Danish Design Center Susie A. Ruff, and the Market 

Development Advisor Asia for Danish Industry Karl Malling Granov. Furthermore, we 

interviewed two manufacturers who are presently active on the Japanese market: Sales Manager 

responsible for the Japanese Market at Fredericia Furniture Yukiko Sakuhara, and Product 

Development manager at PP Møbler Kasper Holst Pedersen.80 

                                                
78 KILT Ldt. Ofiicial Homepage 
79 In Danish: Danske Designere 
80 This interview was different from the rest because it was performed on Skype 
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7.9 Fieldwork Research in Japan 

Besides the interviews, participating in events and making participant observation was the main 

part of our fieldwork research in Japan. The following events were the main event we attended. 

 

7.9.1 Showroom Event  

In connection with our preparatory conversation with Yukiko Sakuhara from Fredericia 

Furniture we were invited to participate in their showroom opening on the 6th of June 2008 in 

Tokyo. This event was our first fieldwork experience in Japan, but it was well chosen. The 

opening reception was a perfect way to do networking activities, and we realized that the 

community of people working with Danish design and furniture is small and quite integrated. 

Besides being a good introduction to our fieldwork and a basis for several interesting 

observations, we also had informal talks with, the President of Scandinavian Living; Henrik 

Kohberg, Sales Manager of Scandinavian Living; Hisako Kobayashi, President of ‘Team CK’81 

and former B&O agent in Japan; Chiyuki Komuro, Editor of Hokuou82  Style Magazine; 

Toshihiro Takahashi. In conclusion; we obtained information that made us better prepared for 

performing the interviews, and gained inputs from a number of influential actors by participating 

at the event.  

 

7.9.2 Interior Lifestyle Exhibition  

The Interior Lifestyle Exhibition is held every year in June. We visited the exhibition one of the 

four ongoing days, and conducted four interviews amongst other with the coordinator of ‘The 

Nordic Pavilion’ Daiki Koshiba. This fair is a business-to-business trade fair promoting domestic 

and international companies selling interior design products. Interior Lifestyle is organised by 

Messe Frankfurt83 and attracts agents, distributors and other actors in the market for interior 

design goods and to a limited degree the press.  

  

8 A Market Analysis where Culture comes into Focus  
The analytical part of the thesis is structured in three main chapters. The first part will focus on 

the Japanese side; analyzing cultural, sociological and anthropological aspects of the Japanese 

market. This part of the analysis is explanatory and aims to illustrate whether culture has an 
                                                
81 Brand management and agent company 
82 Hokuou means Nordic in Japanese 
83 The world's largest trade fair organiser with its own exhibition grounds. With 29 subsidiaries worldwide – official 
homepage of Messe Frankfurt 
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influence on the Japanese consumption of Danish design and furniture. Through a qualitative 

analysis the research will create a better understanding of different aspects of the Japanese 

cultural foundation in order to map the potential market for Danish design and furniture.    

A second part that takes departure in the Japanese uniqueness theory aims to analyse the 

importance of this phenomena and its relevance when entering and acting on the Japanese 

market for design and furniture. The theory presents a paradox within the Japanese culture that 

on one side embraces foreign inputs and on the other hand there is a claim of cultural uniqueness. 

This part of the analysis will analyse, which impact these aspects of the Japanese culture have 

for foreign companies.   

The Japanese uniqueness part is also the link to the third part of the analysis, which 

focuses on how Danish companies within the design and furniture industry can use culture as a 

resource in their marketing towards the Japanese market. In this final section of the analysis the 

theory of McCracken, saying that culture can be used to transfer meaning in marketing, and the 

Place Branding theory, that focuses on the importance of the Country-of-Origin, will be tested in 

a Japanese market context.   

  

8.1 The Japanese Market and the Product  

This research focuses on the potential and performance of the high-end products within the 

Danish design and furniture industry. Since high-end design products are expensive, the target 

market will automatically be narrowed down to a niche market for those with economical 

capacity to consume. The design and furniture industry is providing high-end products that are 

lifestyle related. In Japan people have been used to spend money on the exterior e.g. fashion and 

vehicles, which is visible and important in a culture where people spend a lot of time outside 

their homes (Elle Deco: P.2, lines 18-19). Meanwhile the climate and culture have made it 

natural for Danes to care about their interior and housing. So even though, taste and style is 

individual, the cultural background creates habits and it is through social upbringing that cultural 

capital is developed. Therefore we find it relevant to investigate which type of consumers we 

find in Japan. In the upcoming section this research will investigate who the Japanese consumers 

for Danish design and furniture are, and explore why they purchase Danish products in Japan. 
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9 Analysis Part I: The Japanese consumer 
9.1 Japanese Consumers and Cultural Capital  

The data shows how the Japanese market’s consumption of Danish furniture is basically focused 

on the high-end designed furniture, whereas the rest of the world consumes more mass produced 

furniture.84 Within the sales of luxury designed furniture the recent challenge the Danish 

companies are facing is the unequal sales of classic85 and modern designs. “Strangely here in 

Japan they are interested in the old designs. Then we can ask ourselves the question, is it 

because those designs are so old that people have heard about them so many times that they are 

on their minds? Or is it because the classic designs are really good?”86 

Through the interviewees we have explored who the targets are for Danish design and 

furniture in Japan. The findings show that the Japanese consumers for Danish design can be 

divided into two major groups, the ‘experts’ and the ‘Nordic fans’. This calls for a differentiated 

strategy for different target groups within the Japanese market. The experts consist of 

professionals who work with design and have an in dept knowledge about Danish designs in 

particular (Mitsue Watanabe: P.3, lines 12-16). Furthermore, the experts are also non-

professionals who have studied the field of Danish design and through time have gained the 

status as Danish/Nordic experts. This type of people has tight relations to the media and is often 

collectors of original and rare models of Danish design. The experts know the histories behind 

the products and have clear preferences when consuming design products. The interviewees also 

describe part of this consumer group as being ‘otaku’87. ”There is one consumer group for 

Scandinavian design, which is ’otaku’, who consume only because the product/design is famous 

and creates status. This market is more or less saturated”88. The representative for Fritz Hansen 

Japan says: “We see two groups of consumers for Fritz Hansen furniture, one is ‘otaku’ and the 

other is ‘the design interested’. ‘Otaku’ consumers are extremely interested in facts about the 

product, which sometimes even the head office struggle to find data about”89. This indicates that 

the needs of the consumers vary from consumer group to group, and the experts ask for more 

information about the products than the average consumer. 

According to some retailers Japanese consumers who currently buy Danish design are 

those who are well informed and well aware of their lifestyle (Landscape Products: P.2, lines 8-

                                                
84 See footnote on page 4, note 2  
85 Classic Danish Designs: Designs from the Danish “Golden Era” of design, 1950’s and 1960’s. Include designs by 
architects such as Arne Jacobsen, Hans J. Wegner, Finn Juhl, Poul Kjærholm, Børge Mogensen.  
86 Translated from Danish. Scandinavian Living: P.5, lines 34-39 
87 Definition ‘Otaku’: Japanese term for extreme fanatics, manias, who are deeply into a certain field of interest  
88 Translated from Danish. Living Motif: P.1, lines 14-16 
89 Translated from Danish. Elle Deco & Fritz Hansen Japan: P.1, lines 37-39 
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11). Their knowledge about design make them able to appreciate the intangible assets attached to 

Danish design products (Hiroshi Akutsu: P.2, lines 1-2) This illustrates the existence of a 

consumer group in Japan, which has cultural capital and would choose to consume Danish 

design of their preferences. 

 The experts, including professionals and ‘otaku’ already know many facts and the 

histories behind Danish design products, which has made distributors to focus on communicating 

the culture and lifestyle in their branding of Danish design (Scandinavian Living: P.3, lines 1-3).   

  

Another group of consumers are called ‘Nordic fans’, and they are very sensitive towards trends 

and stories told through the media (Living Motif: P.2, lines 10-12). This group of consumers has 

been enlarged by the introduction of Illums Japan and IKEA. Daiki Koshiba tells how Illums 

Japan’s consumers have different patterns of consumption within Nordic design, according to 

their age group: “If you look at Illums in Japan the main target group is 30-49 that is the main 

target group and it is what the statistics have shown, but obviously each decade have a different 

culture so what they want is a bit different. For example, if you look at people over 40 they want 

something, which is well branded. For example Royal Copenhagen is a well-known brand so 

they want Royal Copenhagen and Georg Jensen. If you go down to 30es, they don’t really care 

about that they look for … something that is made in Scandinavia. When you go down to 20es 

there I see a Finnish boom. So Ittala group is very well known, Marimekko is very well known. 

So each age group have a different taste. And if you look at Illums you can clearly see what 

brackets go where”90. While the large middle class in Japan diminishes the importance of class 

for defining consumer behaviour, this quote shows us that age and cultural capital becomes 

much more important in the Japanese context. 

The ’Nordic fans’ have a general interest in Nordic design and have an experience from 

visiting the Illums store or IKEA. The IKEA concept can in a way be seen as a threat to high-end 

design furniture, because they fulfil the same consumer need for home furnishing to a reasonable 

price. However, on the Japanese market where the population consists of a large middle-class, 

IKEA can be seen as providing the ‘first step’ in the consumption latter for Scandinavian design 

(Elle Deco & Fritz Hansen Japan: P.2, lines 25-26). This process of cognition is necessary to 

create interest for design: “You have to go into how you want to live, to decorate, how you want 

your interior to look, is the first step. And then you have to get into whether you are into 

                                                
90 Ko Design Concept: P.2, lines 31-38 
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Japanese or Italian or Scandinavian design. That becomes the second step. And for us it is, for 

all the people who are involved in this design world, it is a big hurdle”91.  

He goes on to say that when consumers with economical capital get the opportunity to 

develop their cultural capital, ‘Nordic design’ can become their taste: “You go into IKEA and 

you may find a lot of nice things and you decorate your house and I think that is the first step. 

When we were kid or when we were young we would start to care about what you wear for 

example. You try a lot, right, I mean you buy these clothes, and if I look at pictures from when I 

was 16, I wouldn’t wear any of that today, right. Of course the prices were different. So the older 

you get, the more you buy the more you get into it, you will want to step up. So I think that IKEA 

is a big step for a lot of people and for the industry, especially for the Scandinavian industry. I 

mean if you are at the age of 20 and buy something from IKEA, when you are 40 you’ll earn 

much more then when you were 20 and you might want to buy Carl Hansen or Fritz Hansen, so I 

think it is important”92. 

Hence, IKEA has largely contributed to the attention cast on Nordic lifestyle and the fact 

that it is so cheap means that neither high cultural or financial capital is necessary to buy IKEA 

products. Instead of being a competitor to high-end design companies, this means that IKEA 

becomes the foundation of which the consumers’ basic acquaintances with Nordic lifestyle and 

furniture concepts are made (Kent Dahl, Børsen: P.3, lines 20-23). A further accumulation of 

cultural and economical capital can generate further motivation for purchasing high-end products 

on a later stage of life.  

  

The experts and the Nordic fans are only representing a small part of the potential consumers for 

design and furniture in Japan. People working in the industry admits that the Japanese market for 

Danish design is a niche within the niche of the Japanese population who care about interior 

design (Landscape Product: P.3, line 50), but still they are also convinced that there will be space 

for a constant niche for expensive, but quality based Danish products (Landscape Product: P.4, 

lines 22-24). The challenge, which the Danish industry for design and furniture faces, is to 

enlarge the niche market in Japan by appealing to potential consumers. An expert from Glyph 

Design suggests that to renew classic designs could be a way to appeal to a new target group 

(PEN & Glyph: P.2, lines 42-43). 

The consumers of Danish design and furniture are well informed and have the 

accumulated cultural capital necessary for appreciating modest and simplistic design. A Danish 

                                                
91 Ko Design Concept: PP.5-6, lines 40-2 
92 Ko Design Concept: P.6, lines 27-35 
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furniture company operating in Japan explains why the Japanese market is an attractive market 

in comparison to e.g. an economical booming market as China. “Japan is the most important 

market in Asia. Forget all about China it is worth nothing, I am doing business there and have 

responsibility for whole Asia. They do not have the taste or the understanding for Danish 

design…It is because Danish design is functional and simple. Italian design is colours with 

impact and you can get a pink sofa or things like that, which the Chinese are crazy about. The 

Japanese culture is much more based on simplicity and functionality. This is where we find the 

synergy effect between Japan and Danish design. We are not able to sell in China. Those who 

have money are extraordinary rich, but do not have any taste at all. Our Japanese consumers 

have a middle income, and these are people who have become passionate about our designed 

product. It is here we should sell the furniture”93.  

 

9.2 Cultural Settings and its Influence 

Our findings about the Japanese consumer show that cultural environment does affect the 

consumers and their preferences. Cultural capital gained through a process of accumulating 

knowledge and interest. This, to a certain degree, depends on what and how the surroundings 

provide. Hence, a consumer’s taste can e.g. be influenced by an event such as the opening of 

IKEA in Japan that introduced Scandinavian design to a broader target audience. We also see a 

different pattern of consumption among different age groups in Japan. We can relate this to the 

IKEA example and argue that new trends in the market and media created discourses have 

changed through time, thus, what and how consumers have been introduced to Danish design in 

Japan differ from each age group. The consumption ladder also explains why consumption 

pattern of people in the 50’s differ from those of a younger generation. If cultural capital is 

accumulated through one’s surroundings and experiences, an analysis based on different 

consumer behaviour divided by age groups will provide a new dimension to Bourdieu’s theory 

of cultural capital and economical capital.  

 

9.3 Danish Design – What the Japanese Consumer Purchases   

Based on our knowledge of the Japanese consumer we will explore what it is the Japanese 

consumers consume, and what they perceive Danish design and furniture to be. To describe the 

physical product we have in mind for this discussion, it is furniture for private and/or public use, 

which is designed and manufactured in Denmark. The question is whether the Japanese 

                                                
93 Translated from Danish. Carl Hansen & Son: P.12, lines 15-25 
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consumer purchases these products because of the design features or because it is Danish, or 

maybe both?  

In order to investigate the reasons behind consumption we have simply asked our 

interviewees; what is Danish design? The following is a collection of the answers we got to this 

question, which we will analyse further in the following section. 

At Elle deco they described Danish design as “Warm, clean lines, nature, and modest 

design”94. Kent Dahl who has been covering articles about Danish design in Japan said: “In 

Japan, Danish design is defined by Danish lifestyle, thus, Danish design builds upon the cultural 

heritage that Danish designers get from growing up in Denmark – the school system, the welfare 

society, culture, history etc”95. Hiroki Saito said that “Nature and welfare, if you talk about 

Nordic or Scandinavian you can always mention welfare, in other words, the society and good 

nature, fresh air, quiet, peaceful, and all the relaxing atmosphere” 96 , Moreover “Danish 

designers are actually also very ’eco’ I think, because their designs are something you can use 

for a long time and that might be the reason why it is so expensive”97. At Landscape products 

other thing were in focus: ”Personally I like Danish vintage design, which is why I have this 

image of Danish design being wooden and glass. And Danish design is made by good 

craftsmanship. That is why I feel that I want to pay for something, which might be expensive, but 

made carefully in small quantities by a craftsmen. Danish design should not be mass-produced 

and offered to a cheaper price”98.  

Through the comments made by people working with Danish design in Japan we see 

patterns of images created around ‘Danish design.’ They both describe the impact of functional 

values of the products, and the intangible values of Danish design products. Danish companies 

and organisations need to be aware of these images and respond to the market through a market 

strategy that focuses on the intangible values Danish design and furniture stands for. Even for 

companies that have experienced success with products made by a famous designers a laid back 

strategy of ‘the product selling itself because the design and quality is good’, has its limits on the 

Japanese market, where the consumers purchase more than the physical good. Thus, Japanese 

consumers buy cultural values and associations through consumption of goods. Whether these 

values and associations are focused on cultural fascination towards a foreign culture or the 

                                                
94 Translated from Danish. Elle Deco & Fritz Hansen Japan: P.2, line 16 
95 Translated from Danish fieldnotes, Kent Dahl: P.2, lines 2-4 
96 Translated from Danish. Hiroki Saito: P.4, lines 15-16 
97Ibid. P.6, lines 1-2 
98Translated from Japanese, Landscape Product: P.3, lines 16-18 
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feeling of cultural sameness will be explained in the following section. The analysis takes point 

of departure in the Japanese culture and the Japanese perception of Denmark and Japan. 

 

9.4 The Japanese Market   

Mapping the Japanese perception of ‘Danish design’ we realized that the term covers for more 

than famous names of designers and functionality. An image is created around the field, which is 

called ‘Danish design’ and the next thing we have investigate is; ‘why does Danish design sell in 

Japan?” Well aware of market dynamics and that the reasons for sales change through time, we 

have covered aspects of cultural differences and similarities between Denmark and Japan, which 

points out reasons for why the Japanese consume Danish design and furniture. 

We have asked our interviewees why they think there is a market for ‘Danish design’ in 

Japan. There seem to be three key factors that have impact on the Japanese consumer’s choice of 

Danish design. These factors are being; the Japanese mentality, Japanese craftsmanship, and the 

Japanese feeling of nostalgia. We will now describe each factor more in depth.  

 

9.4.1 The Japanese mentality 

The Japanese mentality and the Scandinavian mentality have some basic elements in common 

according to our interviewees. The modest attitude reflected in traditional Danish and Japanese 

design indicates a similarity in taste, and creates a natural acceptance of the other; “One of the 

biggest reasons for the affiliation towards Scandinavian design, I think, is because of the 

mentality, which is the most similar to the Japanese among the whole of Europe.  For instance, 

there are many shy people in Sweden, which is very close to Japanese mentality. And as an 

example, the raw material for ceramics is very similar, which creates same type of things“99.  

At Living Motif they also talked about similarities;”I was in Kyoto recently, and I was in 

a traditional Japanese tea saloon where the furnishing was all Finn Juhl furniture. There is also 

a Danish restaurant in Tokyo called Daisy, which is a traditional Japanese architecture 

furnished with Danish classic furniture. Traditional Japanese and Danish just fit together. It 

seems like the Danish and the Japanese mentality have something in common. They are both 

cultures that do not push their way through. Maybe this is what synchronizes the taste and ones 

preferences” 100 . Thus, the Japanese consumer experiences some kind of recognition and 

nostalgia when seeing the similarities between traditional Japanese art and craftsmanship and 

                                                
99 Translated from Japanese. PEN & Glyph: P.2, lines 18-23 
100 Translated from Japanese, Living motif: P.1, lines36-41 



‘When Culture Means Business’ 

Page 55 
 

Danish design furniture. This is one factor with importance for Japanese consumption of Danish 

design and furniture.     
    

9.4.2 Japanese craftsmanship 

In the process of design and creation, the above-mentioned element of mentality is reflected 

through traditional ’craftsmanship’: “There are five principles that are often talked about as 

defining Danish design: Aesthetics, sustainable use of raw materials, it has to look good both on 

the surface as well as underneath, organic, and simplicity” The same principles are the basis for 

Japanese traditional craftsmanship; this creates a unique cultural connection between the two 

countries”101. At Ko Design Concept they also talked about craftsmanship; “This country was 

built by craftsmanship and craftsmen and it has a long tradition of it, like Denmark and the 

cultures, the wood cultures are also the same. The way you respect nature is also the same. We 

have Shinto where every natural thing is a god and the Danish in their past have also had gods 

for every part of the nature, so there is a respect for nature and it is really unlikely for other 

countries to have that. Then we have also the four seasons, which is similar. And the simplicity 

in design, I guess, is also very similar and those two things kind of match”102. Hence, traditions 

and history is closely linked to the cultural mentality, which is the basis for accumulating 

cultural capital. The Japanese recognise some of their own national cultural values in the Danish 

culture, which imposes consumption of products that carry these values.  

 

9.4.3 The Japanese Feeling of Nostalgia 

As mentioned in the previous quote ’respecting the nature’ is regarded as a part of the shared 

mentality. Familiar shape and material makes Danish design attractive for Japanese consumers, 

who on one hand recognize the similarities and on the other hand feel fascinated towards things 

that remind them about their original set of values: “Respecting the nature is one of the 

fundamental elements of traditional Japanese mentality. Many Japanese feel that they can 

recognize this in Danish furniture and culture. The good thing about Danish products are the 

modesty, which makes the furniture melt into the placed space, and creates synergy with the 

architecture”103.  

We asked Hiroki Saito whether he found similarities within craftsmanship and if he finds 

cultural similarities to have an importance in the marketing of Danish design and furniture. The 

                                                
101 Translated from Danish, Kent Dahl: P.2, lines 6-11 
102 Ko Design Concept: P.2, lines 7-13 
103 Elle Deco & Fritz Hansen Japan: P.1, lines 19-23 
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answer was: “Yes, I think so or at least I have the feeling that the Japanese ‘go back to the 

basics’ when they see Danish design. People became Westernized and Americanized after the 

Second World War, and lost their origin. Culturally and what concerns the lifestyle the Nordic 

countries and Japan have the same roots”104. We see how cultural recognition and nostalgia is an 

important part of what attracts the Japanese consumers towards Danish design and furniture.   

Similarities in traditional craftsmanship and values seem to be a link Danish design to 

Japanese design and consumers. Trends on the market have made Japanese distributors of 

Danish design realize that an increased focus on this linkage can be used to add value in their 

marketing: “The first time Danish design was used in Japan was in the 1970es through 

department stores. The designs were new to the Japanese, but still they were made of wood, 

which the Japanese like, and with soft lines”105. Kilt design explained how this similarity is the 

foundation for why Danish design sell and can charge premium prices; “Japanese consumers are 

fascinated towards wooden products that might be luxury, but since traditional Japanese 

furniture is expensive as well, the consumers are familiar with the craftsmanship and attach 

value to it. Moreover, there exists a fondness for simple design, which is not decorative”106. Thus, 

these are the values and associations that Danish design furniture represents in the mind of the 

Japanese consumer. 

“An additional explanation of the success is that furniture is experiencing a global 

revival. Two of the big sources of inspiration in modern furniture are the American designer 

Eames and Japanese classic craftsmanship – Danish and Japanese craftsmanship have a many 

parallels. It makes Danish furniture part of a trendy wave”107. Daiki Koshiba explains how this 

can be used commercially; ”What we want to do is to have a better understanding for the 

Japanese people to grasp Danish design and why it can be adapted –especially in Japan – 

because of its simplicity and the wood culture. It is a similarity in the cultures” 108 . At 

Scandinavian Living they recognize the cultural similarities, but also points to the fact that trends 

have influence: “The Danish or Scandinavian lifestyle is quite in or popular in Japan. Some 

people argue that it is like the old Japanese tradition with wood and simple design etc. This 

might be, but it is without a doubt trendy. So we find this value adding”109. 

Finally size and scale do also have importance. Hence, similarities in craftsmanship 

include the factor of shared taste of aesthetics. On one and size and scale is a matter of taste, but 
                                                
104 Translated from Dansih. Hiroki Saito: P.5, lines 14-19 
105 Translated from Danish. Hiroshi Akutsu: P.2, lines 8-10 
106 Translated from Japanese. Kilt: P.2 lines 1-3 
107 Translated from Danish Kent Dahl: P.2, lines 4-5 
108 Ko Design Concept: P.1, lines 23-25 
109 Translated from Danish. Scandinavian Living: P.1, lines 24-33 
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at the same time these factors influence the functionality: “After seeing all sorts of different 

furniture what I find familiar is the size, which suits the Japanese. (…)First of all it is easy to use 

because Danish design fit the Japanese. Of course the design and the fact that it is made of wood 

also has an importance. I personally use Danish goods and find it very easy to incorporate in the 

Japanese everyday life, which I like. For instance American beds and tables are too big, so you 

cannot use it without space. Danish furniture does not set requirements for the space”110. These 

final factors are practical, and focused on the functionality of the product in a Japanese context. 

Thus, the product features also have importance when a Japanese consumer decides to purchase 

design and furniture.  

 

9.4.4 Fascination 

Various times we have experienced that the actors on the market for luxury furniture in Japan 

say that the Japanese are fascinated about Scandinavian lifestyle. Hiroki Saito (Pp.4-5, lines 30-

2) explains that it is simply bound in the fact that the modern Japanese lifestyle is not functional, 

because people are squeezed into small homes and adjusted to a messy small environment 

without much order. Danish design furniture is functional and makes peoples’ lives more 

enjoyable, and then you will also want to acquire other things that do the same for you. Another 

reason for the fascination lies in a broader social structure. Daiki Koshiba (P.6, lines 12-15) 

refers to social problems in Japan and says that the government is looking to see what works and 

with regards to social values, and Scandinavia is probably in front what this concerns. The 

ranking of Denmark as the country with the happiest people in the world also created attention in 

Japan. According to Hiroki Saito, this kind of focus does affect consumers in Japan (Hiroki 

Saito: P.5, lines 8-12). Suddenly, the Japanese find it more interesting to see how the Danes live 

in their homes and why they are so happy despite their high taxes etc. 

Our research concerning the Japanese interest towards Danish design also included what 

the Japanese think is fascinating about Denmark, and Danish design and furniture. “I work with 

public spaces. There are so many regulations in Japan. I saw how Anne Black did design the 

Ministry of Culture in Denmark on youtube, and she used pink and red, and I wondered how she 

was able to do that for a ministry. It would not be possible in Japan. But I think it is important to 

think about how you can create a nice space for the people who are going to work there every 

day no matter the regulations”111. Elle Deco & Fritz Hansen talked about general mindsets: 

“Danes are satisfied with their own, have mental capacity, care about the present, and if you are 

                                                
110 Translated from Japanese. Landscape Product: P.3, lines 5-11 
111 Translated from Japanese. Mitsue Watanabe: P.2, lines 34-38 
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not satisfied with the present situation you change it. In contrast Japanese are future oriented 

and forget the present they are in. Therefore, the Japanese try to be patient, even though they 

might not feel satisfied in the present. The Japanese are in general fascinated towards Europe 

and the US”112. The fascination in this case is based on the recent trend for slow life and anti-

consumerism, which could be seen as a reaction to the consumer capitalism that has fed up the 

Japanese market. A growing group of Japanese people reconsider their work life balance and are 

becoming increasingly aware of their consuming preferences, and follow the trend of ‘back to 

the basics.’ One of our interviewees says: “I think some like Louis Vuitton, but that many also 

feel that it is not everything they want. They try to start eating organic vegetables, and become 

fascinated towards things like that.”113 These recent market trends slowly shifts the focus from 

pure consumerism to values, wealth, and most of all ideal lifestyles. In addition to these trends 

the media has created magazines concerning organic and slow life in the countryside of Japan. 

However, Scandinavian lifestyle remains fascinating for the Japanese, and with the recent trends 

the interest towards social welfare and work environment has increased. 

 

10 Sub Conclusion – Culture matters 
To sum up the Japanese consumers recognise the intangible values and associations, which the 

Danish design and furniture products carry. Similarities in cultural values and the Japanese 

feeling of nostalgia are reasons behind the Japanese consumption of Danish products. However, 

a further analysis showed us that a focus on cultural similarities is not sufficient in order to 

understand the Japanese market for Danish design and furniture. While cultural parallels are 

observed between the Japanese and Danish culture, the Japanese also feel fascinated about 

aspects of the Danish culture that are very different from their own.  

We conclude that cultural settings create the fundament for accumulation of cultural 

capital, and determine consumption for Danish design and furniture. Moreover, culture is created 

through consumption as the consumer affiliates to the associations and values attached to the 

product. 

 

10.1 Cultural background Determines Consumption 

We have explored that the socio-economic situation of the Japanese market creates a favourable 

setting for the Danish design and furniture. The Japanese market is driven by a strong consumer 

capitalism, which means that the consumers are used to intensive media coverage of trends, 
                                                
112 Translated from Japanese. Elle Deco & Fritz Hansen Japan: P.3, lines 6-10 
113 Translated from Japanese. PEN & Glyph: P.2, lines 34-35 
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intensive marketing and service attached to every product. This makes the Japanese market very 

dynamic, and provokes constant change. We must admit that the consumers are influenced by 

these surrounding circumstances and so are their consumption patterns. IKEA’s entrance into the 

Japan created a lot of awareness about Nordic design and lifestyle in Japan. The focus changed 

from high-end Nordic design, to create attention among a wider target group for Nordic design. 

However, this phenomenon should not be seen as a threat to Danish companies providing high-

end design and furniture, but instead as creating opportunities for an expansion of the market for 

Danish design and furniture. Consumers’ taste changes through time, as they climb the 

consumption ladder. In this process IKEA’s introduces the consumer to Nordic lifestyle and 

design to reasonable prices, which creates the initial interest for interior design. Consumers step 

up this consumption ladder through a process of accumulate economical and cultural capital.  

    

10.2 Cultural Capital Determines Consumption 

The consumer patterns for the two consumer groups for Danish in Japan, the ‘experts’ and the 

‘Nordic fans’, show different consumer patterns on the market. The Nordic fans are less 

conservative than the experts and they consume products in IKEA and Illums, while the experts 

prefer classic designs. The experts have an in-depth knowledge about the products, and consume 

Danish design and furniture because the design is well known and creates status. These 

differences in preferences and consumption are rooted in the accumulated cultural capital, based 

on gained knowledge and interest through time.  

However, the lack of strict economic class differences of the Japanese society diminishes 

the effect of dividing consumption patterns according to social hierarchy. This means that the 

figure of economical and cultural capital by Bourdieu calls for adjustments in order to explain 

the factors behind consumption for Danish design and furniture in Japan. Instead of economical 

segmentations categories as cultural capital, age groups, and sub-cultural groups become 

relevant for analysing consumer behaviour. Within the consumption of Danish design and 

furniture consumers are interested in different kind of products according to the age group and 

the accumulated knowledge of the products.  

Cultural capital is also related to national culture, which creates the basis for consumer 

taste. Studying the Japanese consumption of Danish design and furniture, we explored that the 

consumers recognise Japanese cultural values, and traditional craftsmanship in Danish products. 

These similarities in cultural background make it easy for the Japanese consumer to understand 

the essence of Danish design and furniture, and lead to consumption. Thus, cultural background 
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and surroundings do determine consumption and founds the basis for developing individual 

cultural capital.  

 

10.3 Culture and Identity Through Consumption 

The market structure and cultural settings determines consumption for Danish design and 

furniture in Japan. An acknowledgment of shared cultural values and the media facilitating the 

consumers with information about Nordic design generates consumption. However, our research 

shows that a focus on cultural similarities is not enough in order to create consumption for 

Danish design and furniture. 

Cultural differences are important factors that generate fascination in Japan. As the 

Japanese Uniqueness theory described, the Japanese consumer find foreign products and 

lifestyles fascinating. Danish culture stands for slow life, ecology, and work-life balance that 

many Japanese perceive as an ideal lifestyle in contrast to their everyday life. Thus, some 

consumers purchase Danish design and furniture in order to get a piece of the Danish culture, 

which they are fascinated towards. In this case being ‘Danish’ becomes a value adding resource 

and companies should focus on using the fact of being different and foreign in their marketing.  

 The analysis concludes that the Japanese consumer for Danish design and furniture buy 

the products because they sometimes recognise cultural values in the products, and at other times 

because they are fascinated towards the different and foreign element of the product. In either 

case we discovered how consumers add associations and values to what they consume, which 

they want to be affiliated to. In this way culture and identity is created through consumption as 

well as culture determines consumption.  

 

11 The Link - Japanese Uniqueness 
In order to analyse which strategies Danish companies should pursue in Japan, the cultural 

context needs further attention. The theory of Japanese uniqueness claims that the Japanese 

culture is characterised by its unique aspects. In the previous part we investigated how the 

Japanese paradox of fascination towards foreign products and national protectionism influence 

consumer decision. This part analyses unique aspects of the Japanese market, which are relevant 

to know in order to suggest potential marketing strategies for Danish companies.  

Based on the empirical data collected in Japan, the research illustrates aspects of the 

market that companies need to be especially attentive to when operating in Japan. The section 
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will cover following themes; ‘Japanese trends’, ‘Japanese lifestyle’, ‘Japanese kawaii114 culture’, 

and ‘the Japanese media’, which are different unique aspects of the Japanese market. 

 

11.1 Japanese Trends 

As a result of the intense market competition the Japanese market is characterized by the heavy 

use of media, and the media has achieved an influential position in Japan. The media is also to be 

seen as one of the driving forces behind Japanese consumer trends. 

Designer Hiroshi Akutsu explains how the media has an impact on the decision making 

process for consumption in Japan: “The Danish consumers seem to have an individual style/taste 

and clear preferences. The Japanese consumers choose their style from what is suggested 

through the magazines (media)”115. Thus, the Japanese consumers are more dependent on 

gathering the necessary information previously of consumption, and the media is fast in creating 

new trends and topics to become a unique source of information that provides something new to 

their audience. 

The recent focus on Danish design will be described further in depth in the section about 

‘Japanese Media’. However, in this context it is worth mentioning that the Japanese media has a 

great impact in setting trends and the variation of channels of media is also described as a unique 

aspect of the competition intensive Japanese consumer market. 

 

11.1.1 Media created ‘Nordic Boom’  

Recently the market for Danish design has benefited from the ‘Nordic boom’ in Japan, which 

several actors in Japan describe as being started by PEN design magazine (PEN & Glyph, Elle 

Deco & Fritz Hansen). Nordic design and lifestyle became widely known among Japanese 

design interested in the 1990’s, when PEN magazine introduced the Nordic style of living to 

their readers. During the period of ‘Nordic boom’ the amount of Nordic design related media and 

businesses increased. In 2002 the 100-year’s anniversary of Arne Jacobsen was held, and created 

an opportunity for special focus on Danish design, which spread the interest and increased the 

media coverage about Denmark and design (PEN & Glyph: P.1, line 9, Living Motif: P.1, line 

31).  

The qualitative analysis shows that the Japanese movie ‘Kamome Shokudo’ (2006), 

which story took place in Helsinki, also has been a trendsetting factor. The movie was targeted 

                                                
114 Definition of kawaii: Cute or Adorable. A term often used for expressing childishness, but can also be used as a 
female characteristic, or as a synonymous for “fashionable”, “beautiful”, “charming”, “retro” etc.  
115 Translated from Danish. Hiroshi Akutsu & Kana Hoshi: P.1, lines 27-30  
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mainly towards women and illustrated the Finish style of living. The movie created attention 

towards Nordic lifestyle and inspired people to travel to Scandinavia (Mitsue Watanabe: P.1, line 

27). Today the ‘Nordic boom’ has passed its peak and what we see now is an established niche 

market for Nordic products. The market for Nordic design classics is well-established, which is 

why there will always be a small, but constant sale of Danish classic furniture (Landscape 

Architects: P.2, lines 24-30). 

 
11.1.2 Recent Trends in Japan 

Even though the ‘Nordic Boom’ no longer is at its peak, several other movements are creating 

trends, with relevance to the sales of Danish design in Japan. Within the current global folklore 

movement, the Japanese media focuses on the concept of ‘Hokkori-kei116- living”, and suggests 

an alternative way of living for the busy Japanese city life. The concept introduces the audience 

to live in the countryside, making handcrafts, and slow life in general. “I understand if people 

who are interested in slow life also are curious about Scandinavia”117, says Yui Ide from PEN. 

Danish companies are able to use cultural similarities and differences effectively by adjusting 

their marketing efforts to the local trends on the specific market.  

Another recent trend that can be connected to Danish design and furniture is the ecology 

trend in Japan. Denmark has a green image in Japan, and the fascination towards Danish 

lifestyle, welfare and ecology, could be the reason for including ecology aspects into the 

marketing streategies: “The costs of living is high, but the standards are very high, schooling, 

the way people view… eco – friendliness for example, those things have a very good image here 

in Japan and I think people here look up to them”118. 

 

11.2 The Japanese Traditional Lifestyle 

Although the Japanese market represents a market potential in terms of purchasing power and 

increasing focus on Danish design119, it is important to bear in mind that the Japanese traditional 

style of living still remains dominant in Japan. Furthermore, the modern urban apartments in 

Japan are typically small and do not have as much space as the Danish homes (Carl Hansen & 

Son: P.7, lines 30-34). ”In the Japanese culture people are not used to invite people home, and it 

                                                
116 Definition of Hokkori-kei: The term means “cozy-type” and is a recently created term, which is used to describe 
goods, atmosphere, and people who stands for slow life. 
117 Translated from Japanese. PEN & Glyph: P.2, lines 37-38 
118 KO design Koncept: P.4, lines 11-13 
119 Conversation with Keld Korsager, Chairman of the industry organization Danish Furniture 23/4-2008 
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is a relatively new habit to use chairs. However, these things will change along with the new 

generation”120. 

Because of these traditions Western style of living is an adapted concept for the Japanese, 

and still in a process of change. Actually people who really care for the interior are still few 

(Landscape Products: P.2, lines 50-51). Thus, the number of the Japanese population does not 

directly reflect the market for design and furniture. Daiki Koshiba from Ko Design Concept 

explains why foreign company should be aware of the Japanese lifestyle and culture: “Danish 

companies have to understand the Japanese housing situation. They are not always so big, they 

are tiny... and then peoples spending patterns are different”121. What we want to show with this 

quote is that the market for Danish design and furniture is a niche within the niche market for 

modern furniture in Japan. Moreover, we want to stress the importance of emphasising on selling 

a lifestyle-concept, when marketing Danish design and furniture. The consumption of interior 

goods is closely related to peoples’ habits and style of living, which is why marketing of Danish 

design and furniture also means an introduction of a different lifestyle to the Japanese consumer. 

Although, compared to other niche markets for design and furniture Danish products 

have an advantage in scale: “The classic designs are especially popular because the dimensions 

are matching the Japanese consumer and their homes, compared to Italian, American and 

German furniture, which scales are too big”122. Hence, in a process of lifestyle transition Danish 

design and furniture is relatively easy to incorporate to the traditional Japanese style of living. 

Furthermore, Danish classic designs fit the average Japanese physical scale, which make the 

furniture functional for the Japanese. This could explain why Danish furniture companies 

experience a constant sale of classic designs, and have difficulties selling modern designs, which 

are larger in scale and made of new materials.  

 

11.3 Kawaii Culture 

The Japanese consumer segment ‘Nordic fans’ consists of relatively newcomers who have 

become interested in Nordic design and lifestyle. These consumers are typically interested in 

small objects and products, which they can easily fit into their current homes and living. The 

design magazine ‘Elle Deco’, which is read by many ‘Nordic fans’ focuses on the ‘kawaii’ 

aspects of Nordic design. The magazine mainly appeals to women in the 30’s, and reports about 

vintage products, Nordic graphic design including symbols, logos, textile patterns etc. (Elle 

                                                
120 Translated from Danish. Elle Deco Japan & Fritz Hansen Japan: P.1, lines 25-27 
121 Ko Design Concept: P.8, lines 15-17 
122 Translated from Danish. Living Motif: P.1, lines 23-28 
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Deco: P.1, lines 14-16) The magazine focuses on the ‘kawaii’ element in Danish design more 

than focusing on ‘good design’ (PEN & Glyph: P.1, line 50). Design features such as the colours 

and simple lines make Danish design ‘kawaii’ for some Japanese consumers.  The reaction of 

two female respondents who was introduced to a wooden design object called BIRD, originally 

designed in 1959 by Kristian Vedel, was exactly expressed in the word; ‘kawaii’ (Living Motif: 

P.2, line 14). Even though these consumers are fascination towards Nordic design, their patterns 

for consumption are focused on products, which are reasonable in price and easy to bring home. 

However, their interest in Nordic design is to be regarded as the first step on the consumption 

ladder, from where they develop their preferences. 

 

11.4 The Japanese Media 

As mentioned previously the media has a great influence on Japanese trends and consumption. In 

order to investigate which strategies Danish companies should pursue on the market we need to 

know which options there exist for doing marketing in Japan.  

We have found out that there are different channels of communication in Japan, which is 

specifically targeted towards potential and existing consumers for Nordic design and furniture. 

In this research we have created an overview on which media Japanese business relations, such 

as retailers, and experts actually use in order to gain information about Danish design and 

furniture. These people we regard as the representatives, the opinion leaders and the trendsetters 

for the rest of the Japanese market for Danish design. This research on the Japanese media 

presents the tools available for communication and marketing in Japan.  

 

11.4.1 Printed Media – Design Specific Magazines 

The image of Danish design and Denmark is created through several marketing tools and 

channels of communication. On the Japanese market some of the most influential local media for 

promoting Danish design includes: “Lifestyle magazines, both design specific and more general 

ones, P.R. agents who creates events for journalists, designers visiting Japan participating in 

promotion events or giving lectures, and lifestyle programs on Japanese TV”123.  However, these 

are all channels that are difficult to keep track of and use strategically if you are not present in 

the market (Kent Dahl: P.3, lines 16-20). 

The magazines have a broad target group and provide information to consumers as well 

as to professionals within the industry. In Japan books and magazines are very popular, and 

                                                
123 From field notes – translated from, Kent Dahl: P.3, lines 16-19  
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published frequently and offered at reasonable prices. A further analysis showed that magazines 

are divided into several categories in the bookstores. We noticed that Danish and Nordic Design 

related magazines were placed under sections called: ‘design’, ‘lifestyle’, and ‘living’124. One of 

the interesting findings about the Japanese printed media was that there exists a category for 

magazines only focusing on Nordic design and lifestyle. This is very unique for the Japanese 

market and reflects attention created about this niche market. However, Daiki Koshiba from Ko 

Design Concept explains: “The media is very difficult and very expensive. People are surprised 

when you put an advertisement in a Japanese magazine, they are shocked to see the price, it is 

probably 10 times more than in a Danish magazine, maybe more sometimes, because there is so 

much competition”125. 

It is therefore effective to create an event e.g. when a new product is released, in order to 

get free media coverage. The Japanese media likes special events and arrangements that are easy 

to pick up and that have interesting concepts. “Goodwill and articles in the media are important. 

In contrast to paid advertisements, what the media writes on their own has credibility and adds 

value”126. 

 

11.4.2 Danish Image Creation  

The Japanese perception of Denmark and Danish design is created in a process of enactment; 

thus, the constructed image will always be based on the existing information, accumulated 

knowledge, history etc. There are several Danish actors who are responsible for promoting 

Denmark in general, and who provide updated information to create the ideal image of 

‘Denmark’.  

The Scandinavian Tourist Board has had much influence on the branding of Denmark in 

Japan, and so has the Royal Danish Embassy in Japan (Hiroki Saito: P.4, lines 117-118. (Kent 

Dahl: P.3, lines 16-19). The embassy supports the Danish companies operating in Japan and 

have, among other things, a magazine called ‘Hi Denmark’, which they publish in order to 

provide news articles and promote Danish products (Scandinavian Living: P.4, lines 4-5). At the 

Danish embassy in Japan there is even a person responsible for ‘Furniture and Design’, which 

indicates how important the industry is for Danish export to Japan. The embassy explains that 

the image of Denmark should be created through different organs. “Of course we are doing a lot. 

Yamanaka-San has been printing this Magazine… Hi Denmark. There are a number of media 

                                                
124 From field notes. Appendix 5 
125 Ko Deisgn Concept: P.7, lines 17-22 
126 Translated from Danish, Hiroki Saito: P.4, lines 26-27 
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producing a lot of information about Denmark also. This is just one example; we are trying to 

launch a new magazine this year and if we are successful it is going to be focused on a younger 

target audience. But there are, of course, a lot of other organizations and persons marketing 

Denmark. One would be the Danish agricultural council. They are focusing a lot on food and the 

safety of food but they are also giving a broader image of Denmark and Danish lifestyle, which 

is important as well”127. Thus, different organs play a role in the creation of a broad image about 

Danish lifestyle.   

 

11.4.3 The Enacted Image of Denmark in Japan  

As much as Danish companies feel the Japanese market is far away, the consumers and 

professionals in Japan feel it is hard to grasp what is going on in Denmark, and therefore the 

media is in a constant search for new in-puts. However, it will be difficult for a Danish company 

to get in contact with the Japanese media without any contact or a representative in Japan. 

Furthermore, it is important that the companies are able to provide the necessary information to 

the media, the distributors, the retailers and the consumers in the Japanese language in order to 

do successful marketing (Scandinavian Living; P.9, lines 5-6).  

To describe the media influence on communicated images, we talked to the editor of PEN 

magazine that lately changed their way of focusing on Scandinavian design. From being the 

frontrunner of promoting Nordic lifestyle, they now choose to pick up Scandinavian designers or 

products whenever they match their overall theme of ‘good-design’ (PEN & Glyph: P.3, lines 

26-32). This shows how the media discourse in Japan changes rapidly, and how the media select 

the information needed for their own concept. In other words, the ‘image of Denmark’ and 

‘Danish design’ is also enacted in Japan and interpreted in the context. The Danish companies 

can facilitate the Japanese media and business relations with information that have clear 

messages or tell a unique story, in order to have an impact on the media discourse. 

 

12 Sub conclusion – Japanese Uniqueness  
Our cultural analysis demonstrated the paradox of the Japanese Uniqueness theory, and 

concluded that Danish companies are able to use cultural similarities as well as differences in 

order to perform effectively in Japan. In this present analysis we shifted the focus from Japanese 

cultural uniqueness to Japanese market uniqueness. The findings explain why Danish companies 

                                                
127 The Royal Danish Embassy: P.2, lines 18-23 
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not only should be attentive to, but try to find a balance between Japanese market’s 

characteristics and the company’s marketing strategy.  
 

12.1 Japanese Market Uniqueness  

This analysis has illustrated the influential role the Japanese media plays in terms of creating 

trends, and in terms of constructing the image of Danish design and furniture in Japan. The 

media have influenced the market by creating focus on Nordic living and Danish design through 

e.g. the ‘Nordic boom’, the ‘100 years anniversary Arne Jacobsen’, and the movie ‘Kamome 

Shokudo’.  

  Trends are constantly emerging on the Japanese market, and the focus on Danish design 

and furniture also change in Japan accordingly. This is why Danish companies should strive to 

adjust their marketing strategies, in order to promote the product in connection with a Japanese 

trend that appeals to the consumer. Recently, trends like ‘Hokkori-kei128’, slow life and ecology 

have created the framework for promoting Nordic lifestyle and design in the Japanese media. 

However, these phenomena are constructed in the Japanese market, and the Japanese media 

select the information that fits to their concepts. The best way to manage own brand image is by 

facilitating the Japanese media and business relations with information, which has a clear 

message. However, it is worth studying the enacted image of Danish design and furniture in 

Japan, since elements such as the ‘kawaii’ culture and the traditional Japanese lifestyle opens up 

for alternative ways to market the product. By including the ‘kawaii’ aspect in the marketing, for 

instance, the Danish companies will be able to target female customers more directly.  

 Although the Japanese media has a great impact on the trends, and the enacted image of 

Danish design and furniture, the Danish companies should manage their image by defining a 

clear brand concept, which is simple, but unique. This will help the company to position 

themselves on the market and prioritise the activities for promotion and branding. How the brand 

concept and cultural meanings can be transferred from the company to the consumer will be 

analysed in ‘Analysis Part II’.  

13 Analysis Part II - Marketing Analysis 
This analysis will test the applicability of the McCracken’s marketing theory and a body of 

theoretical place branding tools in a Japanese market context. The overall purpose of this 

analysis is to investigate which strategies Danish design companies should pursue on the 

Japanese market.  The previous sub conclusion described how the Japanese consumer buys more 

                                                
128 Definition of Hokkori-kei: The term means “cozy-type” and is a recently created term, which is used to describe 
goods, atmosphere, and people who stands for slow life. 
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than a product when they consume Danish design and furniture. There are values and 

associations connected to consumption, which is why culture can be used as a resource in 

marketing of a product. We will analyse this process of ‘transferred meaning through 

consumption’ more in depth. Furthermore, the Place Branding theory will be tested through an 

analysis of whether the Danish national culture is useful in marketing of Danish design and 

furniture products in Japan. The analysis will investigate how place branding should be 

implemented on the Japanese market, and how the Japanese consumer enact and differentiate 

between different cultural categorizations, such as ‘Danish’, ‘Nordic’ and ‘Scandinavian’. 

This analysis is based on the qualitative data we have collected from the interviews and 

observations. We will cover elements of marketing that have worked successfully for companies 

and describe elements which market and industry experts regards as effective in the Japanese 

market. In the first part we will focus on practical issues such as, the market size and the 

challenge of promoting new designers. In the second half we are turning to more intangible 

issues such as brand creation, lifestyles, values and consumer preferences.    

 

13.1 McCracken phase I: Transferring Meaning through Branding  

The first stage of transferring meaning through consumption, McCracken describes as the 

fashion system. In this phase the product has culture and image attached, which the provider 

found most suitable to communicate towards the consumer. We tested whether this approach of 

transferred meaning from a culture to another can be applied in the Japanese context, and 

whether this is an effective strategy to pursue.  

We asked Hiroki Saito about what to keep in mind when marketing a design product in 

Japan and he highlighted the need for storytelling, and the importance of giving peoples an idea 

of how to use the product in their everyday life (Hiroki Saito: P4, lines 24-26). Building a brand 

through storytelling is obviously an essential part of getting success in Japan. According to Kent 

Dahl “it is…essential to build a brand …or to have designers who have built up a name brand. It 

is a necessity to build brands, make storytelling, get press coverage and create interesting events 

if you want to be successful in Japan – if you do it well you can get success even as an unknown 

company with unknown designers”129.  

At Scandinavian Living they explain that the storytelling about the Danish lifestyle is 

what justifies the charging of premium prices for Danish design (Scandinavian Living (P.1, lines 

24-31): “A chair is a Chair so therefore we need to have some added value… and added value 

                                                
129 From field notes: Kent Dahl, Børsen: P.3, lines 1-3 
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what is that? It is the lifestyle… and the Danish or Scandinavian lifestyle is quite inn or popular 

in Japan”130. While trends emerge and disappear, professionals on the Japanese market argue that 

a lifestyle concept does not suffer from the same kind of short termed trend cycles: “if you sell 

lifestyle then lifestyle is timeless, especially Scandinavian lifestyle… even if there are changes 

with designs and designers, the concept itself in the lifestyle is unchanged”131. Others highlight 

that the Nordic boom has passed its peak and has gotten an established and stable image, and the 

opening of IKEA and H&M will shift from Nordic design to a broader lifestyle image (PEN & 

Glyph: P.2, lines 40 & 14-16). 

 

13.1.1 McCracken phase 2: Lifestyle as Added Value for the Consumer 

As the interviews went by we realised that lifestyle and storytelling were concepts that would 

allow Danish companies to charge high-end prices in Japan. The Danish embassy explained 

“Lifestyle in Denmark (…) that is a big part of the picture of the storytelling, I think it is very 

important (…) if you want to build new names and new brands you can see that the ones that are 

successful now are successful because to a large degree – of course they have a good design and 

it is a nice product – but there is a good story you can tell”132. The distributors and brand 

managers, who are mediating the stories to the Japanese market, also emphasize the importance 

of having a core message, such as promoting lifestyle. As Hiroki Saito mentions: “There are 

many products that are like Rosendahl and the only difference is simply the history and the 

brand image of the products, who has designed it and which concepts the products are build 

upon”133. 

Kent Dahl also mentions storytelling as very important and goes on to say that it is 

furthermore important to keep a close link between designer and manufacturer in order to 

maintain the current quality image of Danish design (P.3, lines 7-9). Also Daiki Koshiba (P.2, 

lines 23-24) confirms that it is important that the story includes who the designer is. Architects 

Hiroshi Akutsu and Kana Hoshi argue that Danish companies should make an effort explaining 

the stories behind the product.  Moreover, promote the lifestyle attached to the products, instead 

of marketing the product for its quality, which the Japanese consumers already know very well 

(Hiroshi Akutsu: P.1, lines 21-24 & 25-32). The ideal promotion of Danish design and furniture 

in Japan would be to create the experience of going to a Danish home, like at IKEA, but with 

                                                
130 Translated from Danish: Scandinavian Living: P.1, lines 27-31  
131 Translated from Danish: Hiroki Saito: P.4. lines 7-9  
132 Seiichi Yamanaka, Royal Danish Embassy : P.2, lines 25-29 
133 Translated From Danish: Hiroki Saito : P.1, lines 12-16  
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high-end designs. This would create synergy from cross company, and sector, collaborations 

(Hiroshi Akutsu: P.1, lines 34-35). 

 
13.1.2 From Meaning to Marketing Concept  

Daiki Koshiba, who produces lifestyle events for Nordic companies, says that the community 

has become much more integrated in the last few years. Companies have started to realize the 

effect of collaboration in order to promote lifestyle (Ko Design Concept: P.7, lines 27-30). 

Products can carry different meanings and it is up to the companies to choose which values the 

products should carry. Products with the same core messages can benefit from communicating 

the message through collaborations, and approach the consumer as a coherent mass.     

Hiroki Saito explains how he builds up a ‘lifestyle-concept’ through a holistic branding 

of complimentary products such as lighting, furniture, food, interior products and textiles. The 

transformation from a lifestyle message to a lifestyle concept makes it possible to treat ‘lifestyle’ 

as a body of meanings. These activities require that each product carries the message of being 

Nordic and makes it explicit that the product takes part in Nordic lifestyle. Unless each product 

has a meaning, a collection of products will not create a clear message to the consumer nor a 

synergy for the overall branding of ‘lifestyle’. Hence, not any given brand can be included in the 

lifestyle concept. Furthermore, it is important that each product can be used in the Japanese 

everyday life, and that the concept provides an experience that is applicable in the Japanese 

context, otherwise the idea of ‘lifestyle’ would be pointless. From this current movement of 

promoting lifestyle we can conclude that one strategy to transfer meaning from the good to 

consumer is to be concept-oriented rather than product-oriented in Japan. This means that each 

brand has to be managed and fit into the holistic ‘lifestyle concept’ (Hiroki Saito: P.1, lines 30-

33 & P.2, lines 5, 7-10). 

Storytelling which promotes ‘lifestyle’ requires an in depth understanding of the 

promoted culture and the recipient culture, in order to be successful and being able to improve 

long term performance. Since lifestyle is traditionally bounded in cultural and local elements, it 

is usually a very hard concept to promote and make people change accordingly. However, the 

‘fascination’ aspect discussed previously opens up for opportunities for promoting ‘Danish 

lifestyle’ in Japan. Moreover, cultural similarities and shared values within the Japanese and 

Danish culture make ‘lifestyle’ an attractive concept to work with. Thus, through consumption 

the consumers buy a piece of a culture and/or a ‘lifestyle’, which they are fascinated by and 

become affiliated to at the same time. 
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13.1.3 Transfer Meaning Through Trends  

The previous analysis of the Japanese market illustrated recent trends on the market, which has 

an impact of today’s consumption. Danish design and furniture products face the challenge of 

following these trends in order to adjust their marketing efforts to the market. The products 

should carry values and meanings that the Japanese consumer can decode and make sense of. In 

this case the trends on the local market reflect constructed consumer cultures, which indicate 

what the consumers are interested in at the moment.      

Nordic welfare models and ecology are two concepts that are increasing being picked up 

by the Japanese consumer recently. Daiki Koshiba explains how the current social problems in 

Japan have created a fascination towards the Nordic welfare model (Daiki Koshiba: P.6, lines 

12-14). Mitsue Watanabe also mentions the Danish welfare state as fascinating, and a reason for 

her to travel to Denmark (Mitsue Watanabe: P.1, lines 41-44).   

Hiroki Saito refers to the rushing lifestyle of modern Japan as something that makes the 

Japanese look for lifestyles that are functional and enjoyable, such as the Danish design and 

lifestyle (Hiroki Saito: Pp. 4-5, lines 30-2). “If you talk about Nordic or Scandinavian you can 

always attach this to welfare, including the society, good nature and fresh air, peace and quiet, 

and all that – relaxing atmosphere”134. 

The ecology trend is currently a boom in Japan, and has changed consumer patterns and 

business attitudes in Japan. Many magazines are focusing on ecology and sustainable lifestyles, 

which could be relevant as channels of communication for Danish companies (Hiroshi Akutsu & 

Kana Hoshi: P.1, lines 38-41). According to the Japanese opinion leaders the Nordic attitude 

towards sustainability represents an idealistic concept for the Japanese (Daiki Koshiba: P.4, lines 

11-13). Hiroki Saito goes on to says that taking the ‘eco’ concept into account in product 

development and marketing is effective in Japan, and that it is important that companies 

incorporate these trends: “Even though you say it has to be minimalistic and timeless, you also 

need to take into account what is modern and what is trend”135.   

This growing ecology trend has had an impact on consumer patterns, where consumers 

start considering whether to buy goods for long time use, instead of following the ’buy and 

dispose’ mentality of modern Japan. This has created an anti-consumerism wave, which is a 

movement that also has been seen in Scandinavia (Hiroki Saito: P.5, lines 21-23). In this market 

of anti-consumerism, Danish companies should let the products carry meanings that tell the 

stories behind the product. These could be stories about the manufacturing process or a story that 

                                                
134 Translated From Danish: Hiroki Saito: P.4, lines 15-16 
135 Translated From Danish: Hiroki Saito: P.5, lines 35-36 
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gives an idea about how the product can be used for many years. Hiroki Saito says that 

emphasising on stories, which are related to the Japanese perception of Denmark, such as 

ecology and functionalism, adds value to the products, and create more transparency in the 

branding (Hiroki Saito: P.6, lines 7-11). 

Another strategy for transferring meaning is based on using sustainability and company 

history as a value-adding asset for the product.  Unique stories behind the product including the 

stories about the designer, his/her ideas behind the product, and his/her lifestyle can add meaning 

to a product. However, it is a challenge to communicate the meanings and let the Japanese 

consumer make the same sense out of it. ”If we could tell all these stories, then we could create 

higher sales, but it is difficult to get through with the message and the challenge is the same 

whether you are called Fritz Hansen or Fredericia Furniture or PP. No matter which Danish 

company you have that sells furniture” 136 . Though, as the previous quote indicates, the 

distributors are aware of the impact of transferred meaning. Thus, in the following part we will 

analyse through which channels of communication the meanings are transferred currently.  

 

13.2 Communication Channels that Transfer Meanings 

13.2.1 Promotion material and Events 

Historically Danish design manufacturers have not been engaged in communicating the values 

and meanings to their consumers in Japan. Though, choosing the channel of communication is 

essential in order to inform practice, and transfer the meaning from the good to the consumer. 

The distributor Scandinavian Living has taken the consequence of lacking promotion material, 

and created Japanese promotion material that fit the profile of the Japanese retailer and 

consumer, but still focus on Scandinavian lifestyle (Scandinavian Living: P.8, lines 28-33): 

“Before…you got Danish catalogues and then you would put in translations or just send it out to 

people”137. However, it is crucial to have supporting material that tell the stories behind the 

product, especially when the products are exclusive (Scandinavian Living: P.9, lines 3-6). The 

marketing material for Japan is made of eco-friendly paper and it is printed in Denmark, in order 

to make the stories as authentic as possible.  

Along with the printed material it is important to work actively to create attention around 

the product. A way of doing this is through event, seminars, and participation at fairs. At 

Scandinavian Living their showroom provides the space for many of their events and seminars. 

They invite journalists, interior designer, retailers and scholars to the place and coordinate 

                                                
136 Translated from Danish: Carl Hansen & Son : P.5, lines 12-18 
137 Translated from Danish - Scandinavian Living:  P.8, lines 26-27  
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lifestyle events and seminars about Nordic lifestyle and design (Scandinavian Living: P.4, lines 

30-39). Another way to reach the target group for Danish design and furniture is through 

participation in events created by house construction companies. These events attract people who 

have bought new houses, and serve the purpose of inspiring their decisions for interior design 

and furnishing of these new houses (Scandinavian Living: P.4, lines 20-29). 

 

13.2.2 Be present in Japan 

In order to manage the process of transferred meaning it is highly recommendable to be 

physically present in the Japanese market. Danish high-end furniture companies have 

showrooms in Japan, and for instance Carl Hansen & Son explains how their showroom in 

Tokyo has enabled them to display a wide range of their collections since 2003. Through direct 

contact to retailers and potential customers the company makes sure that their products are 

presented in the most preferable context and that the stories are being told (Carl Hansen & Son: 

P.1, lines 11-15). To establish a showroom is the strategy that requires the most investment. 

However, it is worth noticing that the largest Danish high-end design companies are all 

physically present on the Japanese market: “It is the only place [of all the export markets, edit] 

we have a showroom. As far as I understood Fritz Hansen has a showroom and Frederecia 

[Furniture, edit] have just opened a showroom, so there you can see that it is here it is worth 

while investing these money”138. 

Alternative ways of being presented on the Japanese market include representations 

through agents, distributors, external export departments, local communication managers and 

branding coordinators (Hiroki Saito: P.6, lines 17-20). The choice of type of representation is a 

strategic decision, which depends on company visions and resources. However, in any case the 

representative needs to understand the culture from where the product originates, as well as the 

cultural context of the consumer: “It is important that the person [representative, edit] knows 

and understands the culture or the market. You have to understand the culture first in order to 

understand the market, especially in the market for interior products and furniture”139. In this 

case the representative is the intermediary who transfer meaning from culture to the good, and 

from the good to the consumer140.  

 

                                                
138 Translated From Danish: Carl Hansen &Son: P.16, lines 6-8 
139 Daiki Koshiba: P.8, lines 13-15 
140 Model 1 ‘Transfer of meaning’, p.23 
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13.3 Marketing Strategies for the Japanese Market  

The scale of the Japanese market is important to keep in mind, it is the world’s second largest 

economy and there are many consumers. However, at the same time the cost of penetrating the 

market barriers are elevated in comparison to any European market (Carl Hansen & Son: P.12, 

lines 30-32). In general there is a common misunderstanding about the market mechanisms in 

Japan amongst Danish companies and organisations. For those who are new to the market expect 

that they can multiply their Danish sales with the Japanese population. (Carl Hansen & Son: 

P.12, lines 11-13). “That is fine, but they are in no way willing to invest the money it costs to get 

in, and that is where it ends every time. It takes time to invest in Japan”141. Daiki Koshiba who 

promotes different Danish and Nordic brands in Japan supports this argument. In his opinion 

many Nordic companies have to understand that their marketing strategies need to be adjusted to 

the Japanese market. A marketing strategy, which has been successful in a country, might not be 

the most effective in Japan. This is due to the intense competition and unique aspects of the 

market, which calls for strategies that have incorporated the cultural background of the market. 

The ideal strategy should manage cultural gaps and target their communication towards the right 

type of consumer on the Japanese market. Furthermore, the marketing strategy should follow the 

trends on the market and be flexible towards changes on the market;”You just cannot force 

people to do something that works there [Denmark, edit] or that works in the US to make it work 

here [Japan, edit]. It just does not work that way”142.    

 For some products it is not only the marketing strategy, but also the product design itself 

that needs to be adjusted to the Japanese market. It should not be forgotten that Danish design 

and furniture products are mainly made for Danish consumers, and that the companies might 

face difficulties when exporting the same products to foreign markets. Our previous findings 

show that Danish culture and the Japanese culture share cultural values, and that even cultural 

difference also can be used as an asset in marketing. Thus, Danish design and furniture products 

carry associations, which can be used as competitive advantage with the right strategy for 

marketing. However, another strategy would be to modify the products according to the Japanese 

consumer preferences, e.g. by changing the product colours or the fabric on furniture. This 

strategy calls for an in-depth understanding for the Japanese culture and the consumers, but aims 

to make modifications that match the Japanese taste from the beginning. A successful strategy 

for modification will result in a process of transfer meaning, which is easier to interpret for the 

                                                
141Translated From Danish: Carl Hansen & Son: P.12, lines 14-15   
142Daiki Koshiba: P.8, lines 11-13 
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Japanese consumer. This is because the product is modified to be easier to accept and appeals to 

the original Japanese culture and context. 

  

13.3.1 Danish Promotion and Collaboration in Japan 

As our previous findings show, one of the effective marketing strategies for Danish design in 

Japan is a cross-company or cross-sector branding of the overall Danish ‘lifestyle concept’. The 

findings indicate that there are marketing strategies that should be applied on an industrial level, 

where companies collaborate with other companies as well as organisations. During the last few 

years there have been concrete examples of joint projects and collaboration among Danish 

design and furniture companies, e.g. at the ‘Interior Lifestyle Exhibition’. However, in 

comparison to Dutch and Italian design it is still difficult for the Japanese to see the synergy of 

Danish collaboration: “Dutch designers are very successful in creating a coherent image of 

Dutch Design. They also seem to be supported by the government who recognise design as an 

important industry. Hence, the marketing efforts are also done on national level”143. The Italians 

outsource the promotion of their furniture to professional marketing companies and have 

traditionally promoted ‘Italian design’ as a whole (Carl Hansen: P.10, lines 20-25). 

  Scandinavian manufacturers are making really functional and good quality furniture, but 

lack general marketing efforts in Japan, according to the president of Carl Hansen & Son Japan. 

The Japanese market is huge and many Danish high-end design companies are often small and 

medium sized organisations. Daiki Koshiba explains that it is difficult to break through on the 

market as one single brand, because it requires a lot of investment. Carl Hansen & Son 

acknowledges that marketing efforts in collaboration with complimentary design brands is value 

adding, which is why they participated in several Nordic lifestyle events (Daiki Koshiba: P.7, 

lines 22-27).  

For less famous brands, the process of meaning transfer becomes more resource intensive 

than for famous products and brands. Upcoming small and medium sized Danish design and 

furniture companies should therefore not compete against each other on the niche market in 

Japan. Instead they should brand themselves in groups, and differentiate their products from 

other design concepts (Hiroki Saito: P.4, lines 4-6). 

We asked Daiki Koshiba if Danish companies would benefit from collaborating when 

entering the Japanese market: “Yes, for example what we do here [Interior Lifestyle Exhibition, 

edit] and what I have done for the last 3 years was this collaboration. The knowledge of 

                                                
143 Translated from Japanese - PEN: P.6, lines 32-36 
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Scandinavian design and Scandinavian products and the Japanese mind is very limited, so you 

need to collaborate to enter a big market like this”144. Elle Deco Japan & Fritz Hansen Japan 

emphasize that Danish jewellery and clothes also have potential in Japan, and should be 

promoted in collaboration with other design products in order to broaden the image of Danish 

design (Elle Deco Japan & Fritz Hansen Japan: P.2, Lines 43-44). The Italians have succeeded in 

cross sector collaboration among e.g. fashion, kitchen and furniture, which created an interesting 

event that got massive media coverage (Hiroshi Akutsu & Kana Hoshi P. 1, Lines 13-16). 

   

13.4 Place Branding  

In the place branding analysis we compare the statements from the interviews with the main 

claims from the existing body of knowledge. With specific examples from the interviews 

conducted in Japan about the market for Danish design and furniture, we will analyse how 

Danish companies can use ’Place Branding’ effectively in their marketing strategies towards the 

Japanese market. In the first part of the discussion we look at the perception that Japanese 

professionals and consumers have of Danish design and furniture. In the second part we will test 

whether Place Branding will be an effective tool for branding Danish design and furniture in 

Japan. 

 

13.5 The Japanese Perception of Danish Design and Furniture  

It is our clear understanding, from the interviews conducted in Tokyo and as well our general 

observations and conversations with people working in the industry that to be ‘Danish’ does 

matter in a Japanese context. The Japanese consumer connects Danish design and furniture to the 

associations of products of high quality, made at a high level of craftsmanship. This is an image 

that has been created through the long history of Danish craftsmanship, and therefore a cultural 

resource, which any Danish company can use as a factor in their branding (PEN & Glyph: P. 5, 

Lines 8-9). According to Niss (2004), positive associations amongst the consumers in the 

recipient country, attached to Danish design products make Place Branding a particularly 

important and a valid tool in marketing. 

One of the challenges Danish design and furniture faces is being perceived as 

conservative. “Denmark has a conservative image. The companies are relying on the classics 

and do not give many chances to new designers. They do not challenge themselves”145. PEN & 

Glyph underlines the importance of maintaining the image of Danish craftsmanship, and at the 

                                                
144 Daiki Koshiba: P.7, lines 3-6 
145 PEN & Glyph: P.2, Lines 46-51 – Translated from Japanese 
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same time have an open attitude towards innovation (PEN & Glyph: P.3, Lines 18-20). Hiroki 

Saito confirms that Danish design is mostly recognized as classic design in Japan, and most often 

associated with designs from famous companies such as Fritz Hansen and Louis Poulsen (Hiroki 

Saito: P.2, line 28). Classic Danish design has been characterised as being ‘timeless’: “It is 

surprising how Danish design has been ahead of its time when you see the things at the 

Kunstindustrimuseet146 […] E.g. Verner Panton was very controversial for his time. However, he 

must have been too avant-garde for Denmark back then. Denmark is very conservative, so I 

believe that his designs did not really get through while he was alive”147.  

The image of Danish design being classic and conservative is rooted in the history of the 

Japanese market for Danish design. The large furniture companies who have been successful in 

Japan have traditionally been specialized in classic furniture production and designs by Danish 

design icons148. This created image of Danish design as being classic and conservative is a 

challenge for young Danish designers and modern Danish design products. Although the 

companies are aware of the importance of the sales of classic designs, they are also 

acknowledging the challenge of discovering ‘next generation’s classics’. The companies are 

facing the problem of creating a product range where modern and classic design is represented 

equally, without changing their company image too much. Hiroki Saito who works with various 

Danish design brands in Japan says: “Our challenge is to tell people that there exist new 

designers and new products that are as good as the classics. Bit by bit we have to transfer from 

the old ones to the new through this kind of events [Interior lifestyle exhibition, edit] so that it 

becomes easier for people to understand that there are also new products and designs within 

Danish design”149.     

Another common perception of Danish design and furniture was the fact that it is 

‘expensive’: “The image of Danish design is that it is expensive”150. This is positive and negative, 

because it means that Danish design is recognised as something exclusive, but at the same time it 

sets a limitation for market expansion. The design responsible at the Danish embassy Mr. Seiichi 

Yamanaka describes the Japanese image of Danish design as being: “I mean the Image of 

Denmark and Danish design are both very good. But at the same time; Danish design – is 

expensive! That is also the general perception in a way”151. 

                                                
146 Danish Museum of Art & Design  
147 PEN & Glyph: P. 4, Lines 36-37 & P.3, Lines 20-24 – Translated from Japanese  
148 Danish design icons, among others: Arne Jacobsen, Finn Juhl, Børge Mogensen, Hans J. Wegner, Nanna Ditzel, 
Poul Kjærholm, Louis Poulsen & Verner Panton. The two last brand names are now Italian owned.  
149 Hiroki Saito: P.2, lines 29-32 – Translated from Danish 
150 Living Motif: P. 1, Line 11 – Translated from Japanese 
151 Mr Seiichi Yamanaka, The Royal Danish Embassy Tokyo: P.2, lines 10-13 
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To sum up, to be Danish creates several images in the mind of the Japanese consumer, 

and the effect of using ‘made in Denmark’ is not unambiguous. Moreover, Hiroki Saito explains 

how the Japanese consumers often have difficulties in defining what is ‘Danish’ and ‘Denmark’: 

“It depends on how you present things. If you say that Denmark is the happiest nation in the 

world, then you articulate what Denmark is, because there are still many people who do not 

know Denmark well”152. Thus, it is still important to make ‘Danish’ or ‘Denmark’ explicit in the 

communication towards the Japanese consumer, in order to create a clear understanding of what 

Denmark stands for.  

 

13.6 Place Branding as a Tool - The ‘Made in Denmark effect’ 

The existence of a ‘made in’ effect is the core of the Place Branding theory. Our research has 

tested whether the Country-of-Origin makes a difference in a Japanese business context, and we 

can conclude that the ‘made in’ effect influences Japanese consumption. The two main concepts 

that our respondents explained were the effects of being ‘made in Denmark’ in Japan, and the 

negative effects of being ‘made in China’ in Japan.  

 

To the question of whether ‘Made in Denmark’ is effective when promoting Danish design in 

Japan Mr. Seiichi Yamanaka of the Royal Danish embassy answered: ”I think so, Yes definitely, 

it is a good tool”153. From a media point of view “Made in Denmark adds value, and is a 

competitive advantage”154. On the Japanese market the consumers are interested in knowing the 

Country-of-Origin, and to be able to state ‘Made in Denmark’ is the strength of Danish 

companies and will create a base for building a strong brands (Pen & Glyph: P.5, Lines 42-45).  

In contrast, ‘Made in China’ has a growing negative image in Japan in recent years, a 

result of continuous food scandals and low quality of industrial goods (KO Design Concept: P.6, 

lines 4-6) The Japanese trend of living more ecologically and sustainable, and a growing anti-

globalisation movement has made the perception of ‘made in China’ drop in the minds of the 

Japanese consumers (PEN & Glyph: P. 5, lines 28-29). Thus, “producing in China or other 

places to cut cost is not a good idea as it destroys the justification for charging premium prices 

and the unique selling point of made in Denmark which is considered to be something worth 

paying a little extra for”155. Furthermore, the Country-of-Origin has especially an importance for 

exclusive products: “for products with high involvement, people want to know where it is made, 
                                                
152 Translated from Danish. Hiroki Saito: P.5, lines 5-7  
153 Mr Yamanaka, Royal Danish Embassy, Tokyo: P.2, lines 10-11 
154 PEN & Glyph:  P.5, Lines 12-23 – Translated from Japanese 
155 Translated from Japanese: PEN & Glyph: P.3, lines 9-11 



‘When Culture Means Business’ 

Page 79 
 

and if it is China you would not buy. Some buyers at Milan Salone156 have even created an anti 

made-in china policy and do not buy if it is made in China”157. A Japanese consumer would e.g. 

never pay premium prices for a B&O product if it was made in China. (PEN & Glyph: P.5, Lines 

39-41).  

While ‘made in Denmark’ has a positive effect, ‘made in China’ becomes a negative 

value (KO Design Concept: P.2, line 22). Thus, the previous image of Danish design as being 

expensive will be acceptable for the Japanese consumer, if the product can indicate that it is 

‘made in Denmark’. “In a time where made in China has a negative image, made in Denmark 

has a value-adding effect, which should be seen as a competitive advantage. Danish products 

have an expensive image, but it is not a problem to sell expensive products as long as the quality 

is high”158. These findings are important in order to make strategic decisions regarding the 

pricing, production and marketing. We can conclude that it is recommended to market the 

country of origin if it brings positive associations like ‘made in Denmark’.  
  

13.7 Danish, Nordic, or Scandinavian 

Through our analysis we have discovered how ‘Nordic’ and ‘Scandinavian’ overshadows the 

concept of ‘Danish Design’ in Japan. In the following section we will investigate this 

phenomenon in depth, as well as analyse the Japanese perception of individual Nordic countries. 

“Here in Japan there is a word that means ‘Nordic’, it is called ‘Hokuou’ and when you 

say ‘Nordic’ you include more than the three countries also Finland and Iceland. And in Japan 

when you say ‘Scandinavia’ Finland isn’t in there, so the notion of Scandinavia is different, 

people think they are all the same – So the advantage of Danish and the other Nordic countries 

doesn’t really make a difference I think, but as long as it is a Danish designer or Swedish or 

Finnish designer people thinks that it is nice quality and a nice design… I think the name, not 

only within the design world, but as a country itself, people have a good image of Scandinavia or 

the Nordics”159. This quote explains very well the Japanese interpretation of Nordic countries and 

Scandinavian countries. Even though there exist group of consumers who are experts in Danish 

design and furniture, more often a holistic idea of Nordic lifestyle including nature, healthy 

living, slow life and welfare are associations created in the mind of a Japanese consumer (Kent 

Dahl, Børsen: P.3, lines 24-27).  

                                                
156 International furniture fair in Milan, Italy 
157 Translated From Japanese: PEN & Glyph: P.5, Lines 25-26 & P.5, Lines 28-29 – Translated from Japanese 
158 Landscape Products: P.3, Lines 28-32 – Translated from Japanese 
159 Daiki Koshiba : P.4, lines 1-11 
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Experts and professionals are able to differentiate among the different Nordic countries. 

According to these opinion leaders Sweden and Norway are the two Nordic countries that invest 

most in promotion (Landscape Products: P.2, lines 3-4), while the Japanese media is focused on 

Sweden and Finland most recently (PEN & Glyph: P.2, lines 45-46). Hence, people working in 

the industries are well aware of the differences among the Nordic countries. However, Nordic 

countries share a lot of cultural aspects, which is why it is strategically effective to promote the 

countries as a whole on the Japanese market (Hiroki Saito: P.2, lines 16-17, Scandinavian 

Living: P.5, lines 19-22, PEN & Glyph: P.2, lines 5-9).  

Hiroki Saito puts it this way: “There are, for example, many new designers in Sweden 

who are becoming established in Japan, but before that it was the Danish classics, so there is a 

kind of circulation between the Nordic Countries and thus, we think that it is logical to gather all 

the related countries in a community. Similarities instead of differences create synergies”160.  

We asked Daiki Koshiba, if it is a good idea to brand Danish design and furniture as 

Scandinavian: “Oh I think so. I think that you can segment from other brands or designs. I think 

that Scandinavian design has a good name on its own. People may not know the Brand or the 

design or the designer, but when you say that something is designed in Scandinavia or Danish 

design that just adds another added value to the product so I think it is very important”161. Thus, 

‘Nordic’, ‘Scandinavian’, and ‘Danish’ are value-adding concepts when marketing in Japan. 

Others understand the Nordic countries as an even more integrated unit, as Hiroki Saito explains: 

“We see Nordic as one common country, because they have a kinship in their culture and design 

development”162.  

Thus, ‘made in Denmark’ and ‘Danish designs’ are concepts that form a competitive 

advantage when operating in the Japanese market. However, these results illustrate that different 

frameworks of culture can be applied to Danish design, in order to create consumption in Japan. 

A Danish design product can be marketed as a ‘Danish’, ‘Nordic’, or ‘Scandinavian’ in Japan 

according to the specific context. Thus, the marketing strategy for promoting Danish design and 

furniture should differentiate among the multiple uses of cultural categorisations, and chose their 

cultural identity depending on the targeted media and consumers in Japan. 

 

                                                
160 Translated From Danish: Hiroki Saito: P.2, lines. 17-21 – translated from Danish  
161 KO Design Concept: P.2, Lines 16-21 
162 Translated from Danish. Hiroki Saito: P.2, lines 16-17  
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13.8 Strategic Use of Place Branding and Danish – Japanese Collaboration 

As a strategic use of cultural resources and the impact of Country-of-Origin described in the 

previous sections have lead to this analysis of the possibilities for collaborations based on the 

concept: ‘Danish design – made in Japan.’  

As an example Kilt Furniture Production told us about a ‘Danish design – made in Japan’ 

project they have produced: ”I have been working on a project since December 2007, where our 

company are going to produce a home/office furniture designed by Christina Strand (…) I 

believe that there are still many possibilities in making ‘Danish design & made in Japan, co-

operations. The projects create synergies”163. The idea is to promote Danish designers and 

Japanese quality of manufacturing. Opposite projects have already been carried out successfully, 

where Danish manufacturers produced children’s furniture designed and branded by Japanese 

‘Formio’ (Kilt: P.1, Lines 33-35). 

 Also other Danish designers are getting their products produced in Japan e.g. Kaj 

Boejesen (PEN & Glyph: P.5, Line 47-50) and Ole Palsby. Both projects include Japanese 

leading cutlery producers. Daiki Koshiba who works as a mediator for one of the project says: “I 

wanted to bring the Danish design aspect and also the Japanese manufacturing aspect which is 

not well recognized - ‘Made in Japan’ for electronic goods, people have the reliance, people 

think it lasts long, it’s a quality product (…), when you market or you brand something, it is 

important that you have that story. You also have to tell that it is a Danish designer who is doing 

this and that, but that it is also made in Japan, made in such and such way”164. Thus, an 

alternative to ‘made in Denmark’ is using storytelling explaining ‘made in Japan’, but still 

underlining the Danish design. As such an alternative route to enter the market for young 

designers is laid bare. Alternatively the concept is also a way to shorten the way to enter the 

market, cutting transport time and cost, and ultimately the collaboration with a Japanese 

manufacturer can ease the adoption to the needs and preferences of the Japanese consumer. This 

type of collaboration is possible between countries that share cultural values and have an 

established image among the consumers based on quality and craftsmanship. The strategy 

presents an alternative approach to globalisation, showing how international collaborations not 

necessary need to be based on pure cost cut strategies.  

 

 

                                                
163 Translated from Japanese. Kilt: P.1, Lines 6-11 
164 KO Design Concept: P.2, Lines 5-7 & P.2, Lines 23-24 
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14 Sub Conclusion – Using Culture as a Resource 
On the Japanese market for Danish design and furniture, culture is used as a resource in 

marketing. The analysis has demonstrated that the Japanese consumer adds values and 

associations to Danish design and furniture products. Hence, marketing strategies should be 

focused on using culture as a resource, and approach the Japanese consumer by letting the 

product carry associations of the designer, the company, and/or the country. 

We have tested McCracken’s theory by analysing how the process of meaning transfer is 

applied in the Japanese context. Based on our findings from the cultural analysis we have 

investigated how cultural similarities and differences should be communicated and managed on 

the market. Furthermore, the analysis demonstrates the applicability of the Place Branding theory 

in a Japanese context where ‘made in Denmark’ has a positive image.  

 

14.1 Transferred Meaning  

We have tested the two phases of McCracken’s theoretical framework, which describes the 

process of meaning transfer in Japanese consumption of Danish design and furniture. The 

analysis demonstrates the importance of storytelling in Japan, in order to transferred meaning 

from the cultural context to the good. The analysis also confirmed the second phase of the theory 

by illustrating how Japanese consumers make sense through consumption of Danish design and 

furniture.  

The idea of ‘concepts’ is important marketing strategies towards the Japanese market. 

The consumers of Danish design and furniture want to relate the products to a context, which 

they can make sense of and want to be a part of. One of the predominant concepts on the 

Japanese market, for the moment, is the concept of ‘Nordic lifestyle’. This concept is a 

constructed framework, in which various Nordic and design related companies take part. The 

Japanese consumers are fascinated towards the Nordic lifestyle, and associate it with nature, 

ecology, slow life and welfare. Hence, ‘lifestyle’ as a resource in marketing strategy adds value 

to Danish design and furniture in Japan. In order to create synergy this strategy should be 

conducted as holistic branding where various Nordic companies and sectors collaborate to tell 

the same ‘story’, which a product-oriented strategy cannot provide.  

With this in mind we can conclude that McCracken’s theory is highly applicable in the Japanese 

market, because the products are able to carry cultural meaning and make the Japanese consumer 

buy the product because of the associations attached to Nordic lifestyle. 
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However, images are enacted and cannot be managed fully. Thus, Danish companies 

should choose the most appropriate channels of communication in order to tell their stories to the 

consumers most effectively. In Japan, creation of events, showrooms and participating in fairs 

are necessary in order to get media coverage and communicate to the consumer.  

 

14.2 National Culture as a Resource  

The analysis presents results on how Country-of-Origin matters for consumption and how ‘Place 

Branding’ could be used as a tool for marketing Danish design and furniture.   

 In the analysis of the Japanese current perception of Denmark and Danish design we 

realize that this image includes many contradictorily elements. Different aspects of the created 

image are showed in the following box.  

 

The elements should not be regarded as positive and negative associations, but aim to illustrate 

how ‘to be Danish’ have different associations connected, some of them contradictorily and 

some of them representing two sides of the same coin. The elements can be a weakness and 

strength at the same time, depending on how it is presented. These perceptions are enacted by the 

Japanese consumers and will change over time, however the perceptions are also rooted in the 

history of Danish craftsmanship and the Japanese market for Danish design.   

 This analysis has explored that ‘Danish’, ‘Nordic’, or ‘Scandinavian’ are cultural 

frameworks that can be used as cultural resources in order to market Danish to Japan. Some 

Japanese consumers have difficulties distinguishing between different Nordic and Scandinavian 

countries, which are why it makes sense to promote the countries as a whole. All of the three 

cultural references have positive images in Japan and adds value in marketing. However, Danish 

design and furniture companies should choose the cultural identity for their marketing strategy 

according to the context.  

In the case for Danish design and furniture in Japan, the positive association to the 

Country-of-Origin makes it a competitive advantage that can be used effectively in the 

High Quality 
Timeless Design 

Fascinating Lifestyle 
Nordic and 

Scandinavian 

Expensive 
Conservative 

Similarities in Culture 
Hard to differentiate 
from the rest of the 

Nordic and 
Scandinavian countries 

Box 1.1 
Japanese perception of 

Denmark and Danish design 
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storytelling of a product. At the same time the negative associations attached to ‘made in China’ 

will devaluate the value of the good in a Japan, which make us conclude that moving production 

to China in order to cut costs, is not a recommendable strategy for Danish design and furniture 

companies. 

In contrast, a strategy based on Danish-Japanese collaboration, is considered to be value 

adding on the Japanese market. The two concepts ‘Danish design’ and ‘Made in Japan’ are both 

associated with the same positive cultural values, and have a strong image of quality and 

craftsmanship among the consumers. A strategy focused on this collaboration creates 

opportunities for synergy effects, and presents an alternative approach to globalisation, showing 

how international collaborations not necessary need to be based on pure cost cutting strategies. 

 

15 Conclusion 
Based on empirical evidence from a fieldwork research in Japan, this research provides an 

academic explanation and a practical evaluation of whether culture is related to consumption. 

The analysis presents findings of how Danish design and furniture companies can use culture as 

a strategic resource in their marketing towards the Japanese market. 

In analysis part one, we explored that culture determines consumption as well as creates 

consumption. On one hand shared cultural values and cultural difference were both reasons for 

consumption. On the other hand Japanese consumers create identity through consumption of 

Danish design and furniture.   

The empirical findings helped define two groups of consumers for Danish design 

products in Japan; the ‘experts’ and the ‘Nordic fans’. Their consumer patterns differ according 

to age groups and sub cultural groups rather than social classes as Veblen and Bourdieu 

describes in their theories of consumption. Even so, we find Bourdieu’s framework for cultural 

capital and habitus useful, as they work in order to explain how consumption is determined in 

Japan. Nevertheless, the relation between cultural and economical capital needs adjusted for the 

Japanese market because of its socio-economic and cultural characteristics. Thus, consumer taste 

changes over time through a process of accumulated knowledge and interest.  

Within the market for design and furniture the entrance of IKEA illustrates this 

phenomenon very well. The introduction of IKEA has had an impact on the market for Nordic 

design and furniture, because the store has broadened the target group for Nordic design. Since 

cultural capital is gained through a process, the consumers who are new to Nordic design will 
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not consume high-end furniture immediately. The example illustrates that cultural capital 

influences consumer behaviour and preferences.  

Cultural capital and values are also inherited through a discursively build national 

culture. The Japanese traditional craftsmanship and mentality have many cultural values in 

common with the Danish culture. These shared values create a feeling of nostalgia for some 

Japanese consumers, who recognise his/hers own cultural values in Danish design products. The 

element of shared cultural values is a competitive advantage for Danish design and furniture 

companies, which creates opportunities on a Japanese market that is characterised by an 

ambivalent attitude towards ‘foreign’ entrance.   

The Japanese uniqueness theory presented a paradox of the Japanese culture, which 

embraces its own culture and creates fascination towards what is ‘foreign’. As a Danish 

company both ‘foreign’ and ‘familiar’ aspects of the Danish culture can be used as a resource in 

marketing. The Japanese consumer for Danish design and furniture associates Danish culture to 

the Danish lifestyle, welfare state, work-life balance, and nature, which creates fascination of the 

culture.  At the same time Danish design and furniture appeal to Japanese traditional set of 

values. In contrast to the advantage classic Danish furniture has because of its wooden 

appearance and traditional craftsmanship, modern Danish design does not reflect the same 

degree of recognition in Japan, which is a challenge when marketing modern furniture to 

Japanese consumers. 

The Japanese uniqueness theory is about cultural uniqueness, however, we have studied 

the market uniqueness as well in order to analyse Japanese consumption of Danish design. What 

makes the Japanese market unique is the influence of media created trends, which create 

concepts around cultural elements. Danish companies should not only be especially attentive to 

these trends in Japan, but also try to connect their marketing strategies to trends, such as the 

Nordic boom, Nordic lifestyle, and the kawaii culture.  

The Japanese economy is driven by consumer capitalism, and has established a market of 

consumerism in Japan. The competition is intense and the media has a great influence on this 

market, where the consumers are seen as having the most important role in the society. In order 

to conduct effective marketing, Danish companies have to adjust their marketing strategies to the 

Japanese market and its unique aspects. Furthermore, Danish companies have to be aware of the 

enacted image of being ‘Danish’ in order to approach the Japanese consumer. 

The study has proved that a Danish design and furniture product carry cultural meaning, 

and that the Japanese consumer enacts this transferred culture. Thus, cultures and images are 

constructed within this process of interaction, and the interpreted meaning will differ according 
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to the context. This means that cultural meanings cannot be fully controlled; however, the most 

effective marketing strategy for Danish companies operating on the Japanese market would be 

the managing of meanings through storytelling and branding of concepts. Storytelling of the 

designer, the company, or the country is very effective in order to promote Danish design and 

furniture in Japan. A recent trend creates this storytelling through a holistic branding strategy, 

which aims to market the concept of ‘Nordic lifestyle’. These cross company and cross sector 

collaborations create a synergy for the storytelling, and enable the consumer to experience the 

promoted products in a context. For this holistic branding ‘Nordic’ or ‘Scandinavian’ labelling of 

the concept is often used in Japan, because as this study has shown, that the Japanese consumer 

does not always differentiate among the different Nordic and Scandinavian countries. However, 

‘Nordic’ and ‘Scandinavian’ also are connected to positive associations in Japan, which allow 

Danish design and furniture companies to use all three cultural categories as frameworks for 

marketing Danish design. Thus, we conclude that cultural background has an influence on 

consumption because a product carries cultural values and associations. These are in other words, 

constructed cultural stereotypes in the mind of the consumer, which makes the consumer 

differentiate between e.g. ‘made in Denmark’ and ‘made in China’. Danish design and furniture 

companies should connect their product to the image of ‘made in Denmark’, in order to 

communicate the values of high quality, timeless design and fascinating lifestyle to the Japanese 

consumer.  

Another marketing strategy that applies place branding could be based on collaboration 

between ‘design in Denmark’ and ‘made in Japan’. The strategy combines competitive 

advantages of both Countries-of-Origin and creates a great storytelling for the consumer. These 

collaborations also provide cost cuts and shorten delivery for the company who wants to 

approach the Japanese market, by reducing shipping and fees. Thus, marketing strategies based 

on cultural value sharing provides another alternative strategy of cooperation on the global 

market. The marketing strategies, which Danish design and furniture companies should pursue 

on the Japanese market, are based on using cultural resources as an effective tool.   
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17.2 Appendix 2  List of questions 

 
Questions divided by groups of interviewees and subdivided by themes 
 
Distribution: B2B & B2C 
Themes: 
 

1) Consumer preferences and current trends 
- Which kind of Danish products do you sell? (product type, brands) 
- Who are the consumers who currently buy Danish design furniture? 
- Have there been any trends for design products on the Japanese market recently? 
  - Is there something the Japanese consumers look for when they buy furniture? 
 
2) Cultural similarities or differentness that can be used to promote Danish design 
- In your opinion, do Denmark and Japan have cultural similarities or differentness that 

can be used to promote Danish design?  
- Do you see any aspects of Danish culture that modern Japanese consumer would want to 

associate themselves to? 
- What characterizes Danish design in your opinion? 
- Do you find the Japanese market as unique? If so, how does it influence the market for 

design furniture? 
 

3) Brands, designers, country of origin and the international competition 
- How important is “made in Denmark” in the branding of Danish design furniture? 
- What would make Japanese consumers choose Danish furniture instead of furniture from 

other countries (e.g. Italian, American or other Scandinavian furniture)? 
- Who would you consider to be the main competitors for Danish design furniture in the 

Japanese market? 
 
4) Design, materials and physical features 
- Which features in Danish design furniture does the Japanese consumers find attractive, 

and why? 
- Would Danish products still be interesting if it was made by new/unknowen designers or 

the designs where modern and maybe used new materials such as plastic?  
 

5) The Media 
- Where do you get information and news about Danish design? 
- Which events, written media and exhibitions do you find most influential in the Japanese 

market of design and furniture?  
- In your eyes, who creates  the image of Denmark and Danish design in Japan  
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The media 
Themes 
1) Preferences of the Japanese consumers and trends in the market 

- Who are your target groups? 
- Which type of information about Danish design do you find interesting to cover? 
- Why is it attractive/fascinating to cover stories about Danish products/Denmark? 
- How has the Danish/Nordic design trend evolved in the recent years in Japan?  
- Has there been any sort of events that have created attention towards Danish/Nordic 
design? 
- What characterize the consumers that typically like Danish design products and design 

furniture? (sales of magazines divided in geographical/demographical groups?) 
 
2) The creation of the Image of Denmark/Danish design in Japan 

- Which events, organizations and exhibitions do you find most influential in the Japanese 
market of design and furniture?  

- Where do you get information and news about Danish design? 
- What would do like to know more about Denmark/Scandinavia?  
- Which types of stories are you interesting in for the moment? 
 

3) Associations that Denmark and Danish design creates 
-  What is the image of Danish design / Denmark in your opinion? (associations) 
- Do you see any aspects of Danish culture that modern Japanese consumer would want to 

associate themselves to? 
-  

4) Cultural similarities and differences as opportunities and threats for Danish design   
- Which features in Danish design furniture/Denmark does the Japanese consumers find 

attractive, and why? 
- Do Denmark and Japan have cultural similarities or differentness that can be used to 

promote Danish topics? 
- Can you mention any consumer behavior and tendencies that you find unique for the 

Japanese market?   
 
5) Strategies for how Danish design could improve the perception in the Japanese market 

- What do you perceive as strength for Danish companies is the international competition? 
- Who would you consider to be the main competitors for Danish design furniture in the 

Japanese market? 
- What makes Danish/Scandinavian topics more interesting than topics about design 

furniture from other countries (e.g. Italian, American etc.) 
 
 
 
Experts (country managers, architects, designers, experts from organizations) 
Themes: 
 

1) Consumer preferences and current trends 
- Which kind of Danish products do you think is successful in Japan? (product type, brands) 
- Who are the consumers who are interested in Danish design and furniture? 
- Have there been any trends for design products on the Japanese market recently?  
 
2) Cultural similarities or differentness that can be used to promote Danish design 
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- In your opinion, do Denmark and Japan have cultural similarities or differentness that 
can be used to promote Danish design?  

- Do you see any aspects of Danish culture that modern Japanese consumer would want to 
associate themselves to? 

- What characterizes Danish design in your opinion? 
- Do you find the Japanese market as unique? If so, how does it influence the market for 

design furniture? 
 

3) Brands, designers, country of origin and the international competition 
- How important is “made in Denmark” in the branding of Danish design furniture? 
- How does Danish furniture differ from furniture from other countries (e.g. Italian, 

American or other Scandinavian furniture)? 
- Who would you consider to be the main competitors for Danish design furniture in the 

Japanese market? 
 
4) Design, materials and physical features 
- Which features in Danish design furniture does the Japanese consumers find attractive, 

and why? 
- Would you be interested in Danish design made by new/unknown designers or modern 

designs using new materials?  
 

5) The Media 
- Where do you get information and news about Danish design? 
- Which events, written media and exhibitions do you find most influential in the Japanese 

market of design and furniture?  
- In your eyes, who creates  the image of Denmark and Danish design in Japan 
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17.3 Appendix 3 Categorisation of answers  

 
Culture as structure  

a. Consumer segments 
i. Experts, Nordic Fans, ‘Otaku’   

b. Steps” in consumer behavior  
i. IKEA, Illums, consumer patterns 

c. Cultural Capital 
Culture as symbols 

d. The product and Values  
i. Aesthetics, quality, material, mentality, nature, simple, scale, 

craftsmanship 
e. Cultural similarities 
f. Cultural differences  
g. Image 

i. Ecology, welfare, price, quality  
Anthropological perspective on consumer behaviour 

h. Culture through consumption 
i.  “Lifestyle”  

ii. Nostalgia 
iii. Fascination 

Japanese uniqueness 
i. Market size, competition 
j. Japanese market for classic design vs. modern design 
k. Trends, 

i. Nordic Boom: 
ii. Kawaii 

l. Market structure and distribution 
m. Japanese media 
n. Source of information 

Marketing perspective on consumer behaviour 
o. Danish image management 
p. Adjustments to the Japanese market 
q. Create an image 

i. Concept-orientation 
ii. Brand-orientation  

r. Communication channels  
i. Showroom in Japan 

ii. Media point of view  
Place branding   

s. “Made-in Denmark” effect 
i. “Danish”, “Nordic”, “Scandinavian” 

t. Made-in China effect 
u. IKEA-effect 
v. DK-JP collaboration 
w. Danish initiatives  
x. Competitor who is doing well in place branding 
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17.4 Appendix 4  Field notes from participant observations 

 

Bookstore in Japan  

Date: 11 June 2008 

Place: ‘Book 1st’ Shibuya, Tokyo 

 

Observation: Nordic and Danish design related magazines were many, and placed under several 

sections in the same bookstore. The sections were called ‘design’, ‘lifestyle’ and ‘living’. The 

magazines PEN magazine, Hokuou Style, and Scandinavia Living had Danish classic furniture 

on their front pages.  

 

NACT museum  

Date: 7 June 2008 

Place: Nartional Art Center Tokyo (NACT) 

 

Observation: Danish classic furniture in the canteen, the restaurant and along the walls for 

people to rest in them. Finn Juul furniture brought feelings of nostalgia for both researchers, 

because they looked like something that could have stood in both a Danish and Japanese home of 

the elder generation.  

 

Fredericia Furniture showroom opening 

Date: 5 June 2008 

Place: Design Center Tokyo, Fredericia Furniture 

 

Observation:  

Danish Furniture and Scale:  While Danish classic furniture has a good scale for the Japanese, 

we observed that Fredericia Furniture’s, in Denmark very popular, chair Stingray was too big for 

most of the Japanese people who sat in it at the showroom – their feet simply did not touch the 

ground. At a Select shop we also observed how adults were sitting on Danish chairs designed for 

children.     

 
 

 


