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ABSTRACT
Aims: This study explores how Chinese regional tea enterprises, particularly Fuliang tea producers, develop and implement cross-cultural marketing strategies in the era of global e-commerce. It seeks to understand how cultural adaptation, digital innovation, and institutional support enhance international competitiveness.
Study Design: A qualitative, exploratory multiple-case study design was adopted.
Place and Duration of Study: The research was conducted in Fuliang County, Jiangxi Province, China, between April and August 2025.
Methodology: Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 22 participants, including tea enterprise managers, e-commerce staff, government officials, industry association representatives, and international consumers. Three representative tea enterprises were examined in depth. Data were analyzed using Naeem et al.’s (2023) six-step thematic analysis with both inductive and deductive coding, supported by Hofstede’s and Aaker’s theoretical frameworks.
Results: Four main themes emerged: (1) cultural framing and narrative translation; (2) product and packaging adaptation; (3) digital channel diversification and live-streaming; and (4) institutional trust-building through certification and service infrastructure. These themes highlight how cultural communication, digital engagement, and institutional mechanisms interact to strengthen global brand legitimacy.
Conclusion: The study contributes to cross-cultural marketing theory by integrating cultural and digital perspectives within agri-food e-commerce. It offers practical insights for policymakers, industry associations, and SMEs on leveraging storytelling, certification, and digital tools to promote sustainable internationalization of regional brands.
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1. INTRODUCTION
China’s tea culture, with its millennia-old heritage, is central to global beverage markets (Tan, 2020). Fuliang County, located in Jiangxi Province, represents a typical Chinese tea-producing region with unique ecological conditions and historical prestige (Qin & Zhou, 2024). Despite its strong domestic reputation, Fuliang tea faces challenges in global expansion due to differences in cultural values, consumption preferences, and digital behaviours (Leung & Tang, 2022).The rise of e-commerce and live-streaming platforms provides new opportunities for international promotion but also requires nuanced adaptation to diverse cultural and institutional environments (Hu & Ding, 2020; Wang M., 2021; Wang S., 2025). In recent years, Chinese agricultural and specialty-product exporters have increasingly relied on digital marketing to reach global consumers (Zhu, 2024; Xue et al., 2025). However, cross-cultural communication remains a barrier, as cultural distance affects how international consumers interpret symbolic meanings embedded in tea branding (Chiu et al., 2024; Hofstede et al., 2021).This study aims to fill the gap in understanding how Chinese specialty tea enterprises develop cross-cultural e-commerce strategies under such conditions, focusing specifically on the regional case of Fuliang tea. The study also responds to recent calls to examine the interplay between local cultural identity, digital innovation, and institutional support within China’s agri-food e-commerce sector (Liu S., 2024; Zhang et al., 2024).

2. LITERATURE REVIEW
Cross-cultural marketing theory emphasises the necessity of aligning brand narratives and marketing tactics with host-market cultural values (Hofstede et al., 2021). For example, cultural dimensions such as power distance, individualism versus collectivism, and uncertainty avoidance remain influential in shaping consumer response (Leung & Tang, 2022). Brand-personality theory further suggests that brands convey symbolic identities that resonate differently across cultures (Aaker, 1997).
Recent research indicates that for international e-commerce contexts, these frameworks must be integrated with digital marketing capabilities and platform strategies (Chiu et al., 2024; Liu Y., 2025). In agri-food marketing, digital platforms have transformed how producers connect with global consumers (Hu & Ding, 2020; Xue et al., 2025). Live-streaming commerce, digital storytelling, and social-media content enable interactive engagement but also demand authenticity and cultural resonance (Wang M., 2021; Zhao et al., 2025; Wang S., 2025).
Empirical studies on Chinese agricultural exports further underscore the importance of institutional supports—government policy, certification systems, logistics infrastructure, and visual presentation of product origin—in enhancing international competitiveness of regional brands (Song, 2017; Liu S., 2024; Xie, 2023; Zhang et al., 2024). Moreover, studies reveal that live-streaming e-commerce has become a vital mechanism for rural revitalisation and brand internationalisation (Zhu, 2024; Wang S., 2025).
However, few studies focus specifically on Chinese tea brands’ cross-cultural e-commerce strategies at the intersection of cultural adaptation, digital live-streaming, and institution-driven infrastructure (Qin & Zhou, 2024; Zhao et al., 2025). This research addresses that gap by examining how a regionally rooted tea brand navigates cultural, digital, and institutional terrains in its internationalisation process through qualitative inquiry (Naeem et al., 2023).
3. METHODOLOGY

This study adopted a qualitative research design using semi-structured interviews and case analysis. A purposive sampling approach was used to ensure representation from multiple stakeholder groups: tea enterprise managers (7), e-commerce marketing staff (5), local government officials (3), tea industry association representatives (2), and international consumers or trade partners (5). Data were collected between April and August 2025 through online and in-person interviews lasting 45–80 minutes each. The profile of interview participants is shown in table 1.
Table 1.  Profile of Interview Participants
	Stakeholder Group
	Number of Participants
	Data Collection Mode
	Average Duration (minutes)

	Tea enterprise managers
	7
	In-person / Online (Zoom)
	65

	E-commerce marketing staff
	5
	Online (Zoom)/wechat
	60

	Local government officials
	3
	In-person
	70

	Tea industry association representatives
	2
	In-person
	55

	International consumers / trade partners
	5
	Online (Zoom / wechat)
	50

	Total
	22
	—
	—


Note. All interviews were conducted in Chinese or English depending on participant preference. Data were audio-recorded with consent and subsequently transcribed and translated for analysis.
3.1 INTERVIEW PROTOCOL AND ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS
The interview protocol was structured around five thematic areas that aligned with the study’s research objectives:
(1) perceptions of Fuliang tea’s brand image,
(2) cross-cultural marketing experiences,
(3) product adaptation and innovation,
(4) digital and e-commerce strategies, and
(5) institutional support and policy environment.
These themes guided the design of semi-structured interview questions, which were intentionally open-ended to elicit in-depth and reflective responses from participants. The inerview themes and guiding questions is shown in table 2.
Table 2.  Overview of Interview Themes and Guiding Questions
	Thematic Area
	Key Focus
	Example Guiding Questions

	 Brand Image Perception
	Participants’ views on Fuliang tea’s brand positioning and reputation in domestic and international markets.
	“How would you describe the image of Fuliang tea among foreign consumers?”

	 Cross-Cultural Marketing Experience
	Strategies and challenges in marketing to consumers with different cultural backgrounds.
	“How do you adapt your marketing content to appeal to foreign consumers with different cultural expectations?”

	 Product Adaptation and Innovation
	Adjustments in product formulation, design, and packaging for overseas markets.
	“What product or packaging changes have been made to meet international consumer needs?”

	Digital and E-Commerce Strategies
	Use of online platforms, live-streaming, and social media for brand promotion.
	“What digital tools or e-commerce platforms are most effective for reaching international customers?”

	Institutional Support and Policy Environment
	The role of government, associations, and institutional mechanisms in supporting internationalisation.
	“What forms of support have local governments or industry associations provided for international e-commerce?”


Note. Each thematic area was accompanied by 4–6 detailed follow-up questions to ensure comprehensive exploration of the topic.
Prior to each interview, participants received an information sheet describing the study’s purpose, confidentiality measures, and their right to withdraw at any time. Informed consent was obtained from all respondents, and anonymity was ensured through the use of pseudonyms. The study was approved by the UPM Ethics Committee, in compliance with institutional guidelines for voluntary participation, data security, and ethical research conduct.
3.2 DATA ANALYSIS PROCEDURES
Data were analyzed using the six-step thematic analysis framework proposed by Naeem et al. (2023):
(1) familiarization with transcripts through repeated reading;
(2) generation of initial codes to capture key meanings;
(3) identification of preliminary themes;
(4) review and refinement of themes across the dataset;
(5) definition and naming of final themes; and
(6) synthesis into conceptual insights.
The coding process integrated both inductive and deductive approaches, guided by Hofstede’s cultural dimensions and Aaker’s brand personality framework as analytical lenses. Using NVivo 14 software, codes such as “storytelling adaptation,” “health perception,” and “platform trust” were clustered to form overarching themes such as “Cultural Framing and Narrative Translation.”
This rigorous approach ensured the analytical transparency and theoretical alignment necessary for establishing the study’s credibility and transferability.Coding was conducted with NVivo 14, combining inductive and deductive approaches guided by Hofstede’s cultural dimensions and Aaker’s brand personality framework.An example of the coding process is shown in Table 3.
Table 3.  Example of Coding Process in Thematic Analysis
	Raw Data Excerpt (Interview Quote)
	Initial Code
	Theme (Cluster)

	“We try to highlight the natural origin and purity of Fuliang tea…”
	Storytelling adaptation
	Cultural Framing and Narrative Translation

	“Foreign customers appreciate clear quality certificates…”
	Platform trust
	Institutional Trust-Building

	“We redesigned packaging to include bilingual instructions.”
	Product localization
	Product and Packaging Adaptation

	“Our live-stream sessions allow direct interaction with consumers.”
	Interactive engagement
	Digital Channel Diversification

	“The local commerce bureau helped us access e-commerce training.”
	Policy support
	Institutional Support and Collaboration


Note. Themes were developed iteratively through coding and clustering following Naeem et al. (2023). Triangulation with policy documents and company records enhanced data credibility.
4.  FINDINGS
The analysis identified four major themes, each reflecting distinct yet interconnected dimensions of how Fuliang tea enterprises and stakeholders navigate cross-cultural e-commerce environments. These themes were substantiated by rich qualitative evidence and supported with representative quotations from interview participants.
4.1 CULTURAL FRAMING AND NARRATIVE TRANSLATION
Participants consistently emphasized that storytelling plays a central role in communicating the cultural depth and symbolic value of Fuliang tea. For Western consumers, narratives highlighting health, sustainability, and natural origin were perceived as more compelling than traditional messages centered solely on heritage. Conversely, in Asian markets, traditions, rituals, and aesthetic appreciation remained important aspects of consumer appeal.
As one export manager stated:
“We try to highlight the natural origin and purity of Fuliang tea rather than just its taste, because Western consumers value authenticity.” — Manager A, Export SME
A local government official added:
“Our promotional materials increasingly combine Jiangxi culture with global wellness trends. It’s cultural translation, not replacement.” — Official B, Fuliang County Commerce Bureau
Together, these insights underscore how Fuliang tea’s branding requires recontextualization of local culture for global audiences while maintaining authenticity and cultural continuity.
4.2 PRODUCT AND PACKAGING ADAPTATION
Adaptation of product form and packaging emerged as a universal strategy for international market entry. Most enterprises introduced smaller, resealable packages and eco-friendly materials to meet environmental and convenience expectations of overseas consumers. Bilingual labeling and the inclusion of QR codes linking to origin videos or certification pages were also increasingly common.
As one association representative explained:
“We advise members to include both Chinese and English narratives on packaging. Consumers want to see the tea’s story and know where it comes from.” — Association Representative C
Similarly, an international consumer noted:
“What impressed me was the transparent supply chain information. It made me trust the brand instantly.” — Consumer D, Germany
These reflections suggest that packaging has become not only a medium of information but also a tool of cross-cultural storytelling and trust communication.
4.3 DIGITAL CHANNEL DIVERSIFICATION AND LIVE-STREAMING
Enterprises widely adopted multi-channel digital strategies, combining global and domestic platforms such as TikTok, Instagram, and Alibaba International. Among these, live-streaming emerged as an especially effective approach to display product preparation processes and foster real-time engagement with international audiences.
An e-commerce manager shared:
“When our host brews tea live and answers questions, foreign buyers feel connected to the culture and the people behind the tea.” — Marketing Manager E
A government participant further highlighted the policy dimension:
“We provide training for young entrepreneurs on how to use live-streaming to reach global markets.” — Official F, Jiangxi E-Commerce Bureau
The findings indicate that live-streaming serves as a form of digital cultural mediation, humanizing the product and bridging cultural distance through visual authenticity and direct interaction.
4.4 INSTITUTIONAL TRUST-BUILDING THROUGH CERTIFICATION AND SERVICE INFRASTRUCTURE
Both enterprises and consumers underscored the critical importance of institutional trust in sustaining international operations. Certifications such as ISO quality marks, organic labeling, and regional indications substantially enhanced brand credibility abroad. In addition, efficient logistics systems and responsive after-sales services were viewed as vital for maintaining consumer confidence.
As one tea producer observed:
“Once we obtained the EU organic certificate, our orders from Europe doubled within three months.” — Producer G, Cooperative Enterprise
Another participant added:
“Foreign customers appreciate prompt feedback on shipping and refunds—it shows we care about their experience.” — E-Commerce Operator H
These narratives confirm that tangible assurances of quality and professionalism reinforce consumer trust and support the long-term global reputation of regional tea brands.Table 4 summarizes the four major themes, corresponding codes, and representative quotations that underpin these findings.

Table 4. Summary of Major Themes, Core Codes, and Illustrative Quotes

	Theme
	Core Codes
	Illustrative Quotations
	Key Insight

	Cultural Framing and Narrative Translation
	Storytelling adaptation; cultural symbolism; heritage communication
	“We try to highlight the natural origin and purity of Fuliang tea rather than just its taste, because Western consumers value authenticity.” — Manager A, Export SME “Our promotional materials increasingly combine Jiangxi culture with global wellness trends. It’s cultural translation, not replacement.” — Official B, Fuliang County Commerce Bureau
	Effective storytelling reframes local culture into global wellness narratives without losing authenticity.

	Product and Packaging Adaptation
	Product localization; bilingual packaging; eco-design
	“We advise members to include both Chinese and English narratives on packaging. Consumers want to see the tea’s story and know where it comes from.” — Association Representative C “What impressed me was the transparent supply chain information. It made me trust the brand instantly.” — Consumer D, Germany
	Packaging serves as both informational and cultural translation tool that reinforces brand trust.

	Digital Channel Diversification and Live-Streaming
	Live-stream interaction; social media integration; influencer collaboration
	“When our host brews tea live and answers questions, foreign buyers feel connected to the culture and the people behind the tea.” — Marketing Manager E “We provide training for young entrepreneurs on how to use live-streaming to reach global markets.” — Official F, Jiangxi E-Commerce Bureau
	Live-streaming humanizes the brand and enables real-time intercultural engagement.

	Institutional Trust-Building through Certification and Service Infrastructure
	Certification credibility; logistics assurance; responsive service
	“Once we obtained the EU organic certificate, our orders from Europe doubled within three months.” — Producer G, Cooperative Enterprise “Foreign customers appreciate prompt feedback on shipping and refunds—it shows we care about their experience.” — E-Commerce Operator H
	Institutional guarantees (certification, logistics, service) function as the backbone of international market trust.


Note. Themes emerged inductively through repeated comparison across participant narratives. Quotes were selected for representativeness and clarity.

5. DISCUSSION
The findings of this study extend existing knowledge of how cross-cultural communication and marketing theories operate within the dynamic environment of digital commerce. The theme of Cultural Framing and Narrative Translation illustrates how Hofstede’s cultural dimensions—particularly individualism versus collectivism and uncertainty avoidance—manifest in the marketing narratives used by Chinese enterprises. Specifically, Fuliang tea’s health-oriented and authenticity-based messages align with markets characterized by low uncertainty avoidance and high individualism, while heritage-driven storytelling resonates with collectivist and long-term-oriented cultures. This supports prior research indicating that localized brand narratives are most effective when they align with target-market cultural norms (Chiu et al., 2024; Hofstede et al., 2021).The incorporation of Aaker’s brand personality framework into digital messaging demonstrates how traditional cultural identity can be expressed through modern marketing channels. Fuliang tea’s digital presence balances “sincerity” and “competence” brand traits, allowing it to convey both authenticity and professionalism. This finding advances cross-cultural branding literature by showing how digital storytelling acts as a cultural interface where traditional symbolism and global consumer expectations converge.
The theme of Digital Channel Diversification and Live-Streaming highlights how visual interactivity and immediacy enhance consumer engagement and trust formation in cross-border e-commerce. These results reinforce emerging empirical evidence that live-streaming fosters perceived authenticity and social connection between producers and consumers (Wang, 2021; Zhao et al., 2025). By transforming agricultural products into experiential commodities, live commerce reduces cultural distance and strengthens affective bonds with international audiences.Importantly, the inclusion of governmental and association perspectives underscores the significance of an enabling institutional ecosystem in fostering small and medium-sized enterprise (SME) internationalization. This aligns with previous research emphasizing that public–private collaboration—including policy guidance, e-commerce training, and export certification programs—creates both structural and symbolic legitimacy for regional brands in global markets (Liu, 2024; Zhang et al., 2024). Such institutional coordination not only improves market access but also standardizes quality assurance, contributing to the global credibility of Chinese agricultural products.
In conclusion, this study bridges theoretical and practical dimensions by demonstrating how cultural adaptation, digital innovation, and institutional support interact to shape the competitiveness of regional specialty products in international e-commerce contexts.
6. CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS
This research provides a comprehensive understanding of how Fuliang tea enterprises implement cross-cultural marketing strategies in the digital era. The study concludes that successful internationalization depends on four interrelated strategic pillars: (1) cultural storytelling that translates local heritage into globally relatable narratives; (2) adaptive product and packaging design that reflects both functional and cultural expectations of diverse markets; (3) diversified digital engagement, including multi-platform marketing and interactive live-streaming; and (4) institutional trust mechanisms such as certification, logistics transparency, and responsive after-sales service. From a theoretical perspective, the study contributes to cross-cultural marketing literature by integrating Hofstede’s and Aaker’s frameworks into a digital commerce context, demonstrating their applicability to regional agri-food branding. It also enriches qualitative e-commerce research by employing a rigorous thematic analysis that reveals the interdependence between cultural and institutional dynamics.
From a practical standpoint, the findings generate several actionable implications for key stakeholders. Policymakers should strengthen institutional support by expanding capacity-building programs, providing digital marketing training, and offering financial incentives for international certification and branding. Industry associations are encouraged to facilitate collaboration among SMEs, promote collective branding, and encourage participation in global exhibitions and digital marketing campaigns. Enterprises should develop culturally adaptive content strategies and leverage live-streaming to humanize brand communication and engage directly with global consumers. Despite its valuable insights, this study acknowledges certain limitations, including its focus on a single regional case and reliance on qualitative data. Future research could adopt comparative multi-region designs to examine variations in cultural and institutional dynamics across China’s tea-producing provinces. Additionally, mixed-method or longitudinal approaches could be applied to test and refine the conceptual model proposed in this study, thereby enhancing the generalizability of its findings. In summary, by revealing how Fuliang tea integrates cultural authenticity, digital innovation, and institutional collaboration, this study presents a nuanced model for the sustainable internationalization of regional cultural brands within the rapidly evolving landscape of global e-commerce.
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