 
One of the real pleasures of international travel is discovering unfamiliar foods, different styles of clothing, and unexpected versions of familiar products in shops. From chocolate toothpaste in the Philippines to salt and vinegar potato crisps in the UK, products popular in one place often receive a cool reception elsewhere. There are of course some notable exceptions. Good luck finding a place where you can’t buy Coca-Cola in its familiar red-and-white bottles and cans. According to the manufacturer, the world’s favourite soft drink is sold in more than 200 countries. But very few products enjoy that sort of global success.

What challenges do companies seeking to export their brands come up against? What do they have to understand about the world in order to win customers over?

To each his own

Taste – the flavours people love and the ones they hate – varies greatly from culture to culture. So how does the snack-food company Frito-Lay, maker of the globally popular Doritos tortilla chip, address the issue? Their success is discovering the best-loved flavours in each of their markets. So while cheese, spicy chilli and barbecue are popular flavours in the USA, Canada goes for intense pickle, Turkey prefers yogurt and mint, the French like olive and Japan has sushi, seaweed and corn soup flavours. But all of them are sold under the globally familiar Doritos brand. Frito-Lay’s understanding of local tastes around the world – and the successful adaptation of their product – has made Doritos one of the world’s most popular snack foods.

What’s in a name?

Everyone, everywhere loves ice cream, it seems. The Anglo-Dutch food giant Unilever sells it in over 40 countries. The company used to sell their ice cream under a lot of different brands, which created the sense that the companies were local. In 1998, the company launched the ‘Heartbrand’ logo to increase international brand awareness, but kept the familiar local names for the ice cream products. This transformation helped avoid the problem of some names not sounding good in other languages. So in Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Cyprus and Greece, you buy Algida but in China, Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand and the UK, it’s Wall’s. The Heartbrand logo, however, is used throughout the world.

If at first you don’t succeed …

In 2009, global banking giant HSBC changed its slogan from ‘Assume nothing’, which it had used for five years, to ‘The world’s private bank’. One reason for the change was that in some countries, the slogan ‘Assume nothing’ was mistranslated as ‘Do nothing’ – not exactly a good image for a global bank. After the problem was identified, HSBC changed their advertising.

When you’re working in a foreign language, it’s important to acknowledge that some words and expressions in your own language may not translate easily. Of course it’s also important to work with translators you trust! 

… is another man’s poison

There are some products that will always remain at home. Known as the ‘the king of fruits’ in its homeland of Southeast Asia, the durian is probably one such commodity. The fruit’s most notable feature is its strong odour, described by some as that of rotten onions and by others as old gym socks, though it is said to taste delicious by its fans. Try taking it on a train in Singapore, and you’ll be met with opposition: the smell is so intense, durians are forbidden on Singapore’s local transport system. Though some durians are grown outside of Southeast Asia – small amounts in the USA and Australia, for example – the only place the fruit enjoys any wide popularity at all is in Southeast Asia – and even there, some people can’t stand it! So don’t expect to see durian – by any name, or in any package – in your local supermarket any time soon.

The same the world over?

Coca-Cola is famously the same the world over. As of 2015, there are only two countries where the beverage is not officially sold: North Korea and Cuba. Established in 1886 in Atlanta, Georgia, the fizzy drinks company set out on worldwide expansion early in its existence, setting up bottling operations in Europe and Asia in the early 1900s. But not everyone has been happy about Coke’s global invasion. In the 1950s, some French people started speaking of ‘coca-colonization’ and protested against the imported drink as a threat to their society.
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