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ABSTRACT:

This study aims to identify and investigate the factors that influence brand equity in the fast
food business in Hong Kong. The study will adopt Aaker's Brand Equity Model (1991) to
facilitate the understanding on the relationships between the determinants and brand equity,
five determinants including (1) brand awareness, (2) brand association, (3) perceived value,
(4) perceived quality and (5) brand trust are used for the hypotheses testing.

This study was conducted by using quantitative research methodology (Welman and Kruger,
2011; Creswell, 2003) to collect appropriate data for evaluation and analysis of the findings.
Surveys were conducted to collect data from customers directly. Questionnaires were
distributed to the customers and a total of 113 valid responses were received from respondents
for investigating the key determinants that influencing brand equity.

Through this research, it is expected that we can identify the key determinant of brand
attributes that has direct impact on brand equity in the fast food business context. The
proposed model can facilitate the marketers to establish an efficient brand building and
sustaining mechanism, to implement effective customer-focused marketing strategies and to
develop a framework to integrate brand equity with the stakeholders' relationship.
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INTRODUCTION

The economic environment in running fast food business is becoming very challenging in
Hong Kong. The high food cost, shortage of labour supply, highly competitive market and
the continued climbing up rental cost are the adverse factors which erode the profit margin of
fast food business. In Hong Kong, the market is operating by a lot of diverse market players
including premium restaurants in 5-star hotels, casual dining restaurants offering international
cuisine and traditional Chinese cuisine, fast food stores, cha-chan-tang and pop and mom
stores etc.

In facing the keen competition of catering business, there are fewer noticeable and tangible
differences in the consumer products and service offered among the competitors. Many
companies have come to believe that one of their most valuable assets is their brands
(Kapferer, 2004; Kotler and Keller, 2006). However, brand might also be the most vulnerable
asset as well. Whenever anything goes wrong such as the corrupted top management,
unethical working practice, social and environmental damages, the brand reputation will
become the victim and be destroyed easily.

Previous researchers have identified many determinants influencing brand equity which
included brand awareness (Bogart and Lehman, 1973; Aaker, 1991; Kotler and Keller, 2006),
brand association (Aaker, 1991; Yoo, 2000; Kotler and Keller, 2006), perceived value
(Patterson & Spreng, 1997; Luam & Liu, 2003; Anderson & Srinivasan, 2003; Armstrong &
Kotler, 2006) and perceived quality (Zeithaml, 1988; Aaker, 1991; Sadler, 1999; Yoo, 2000:
Chaudhuri & Holbrook, 2001).

The purpose of this paper is to identify the key determinants in brand equity based on Aaker's
Brand Equity Model (1991) so that companies can develop an effective implementation
framework to integrate brand equity in their marketing plans and advertising strategies in
order to attain the sustainability and continuous growth of organization.

LITERATURE REVIEW

There are a lot of studies in dimensions of brand equity. The first and most famous of them
presented by Aaker (1991) that brand equity can be measured from the perspective of
consumers and includes 5 dimensions : (1) brand awareness, (2) brand association, (3)
perceived quality, (4) brand loyalty and (5) other assets associated brand equity related to a
company. Many other researchers such as Pappu et al (2006), Gill (2007), Atilgan (2006),
Yoo et al (2002) further extended Aaker's Model and expressed 4 dimensions include brand
awareness, brand association, brand loyalty and perceived quality for brand equity.

In this research, we extend Aaker's Brand Equity Model (1991) by adding two variables
namely : (1) perceived value and (2) brand trust. Through this study, we focus on developing
a theoretical model of brand equity showing the relationship between the determinants and
brand equity in fast food industry.

2.1 Brand Equity

Brand Equity is an instrument to measure the competitive strength of brands (Farguhar, 1989).
According to Kotler and Keller (2006), brand equity is the added value endowed to products
and services reflected in how customers think, feel, and act with respect to the brand, as well
as the prices, market share, and profitability that the brand commands for the firm. Brand
equity is an important intangible asset that has psychological and financial value to the firm.
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Aaker further defines brand equity as a set of brand assets (or liabilities) linked to a brand's
name and symbol that add to (or subtract from) a product or service. These assets can be
grouped into four dimensions : brand awareness, brand association, perceived quality and
brand loyalty.

Brand Equity is the customer’s subjective and intangible assessment of the brand, above and
beyond its objectively perceived value (Kotler and Keller, 2006; Shwn-lug and Chen-Lieu,
2009). The subdrivers of brand equity are customer brand awareness, customer attitude
toward the brand, and customer perception of brand ethics. Companies use advertising,
public relations, and other communication tools will affect these subdrivers.

Therefore, the corporate brand is a valuable intangible asset, that is difficult and imitate, and
which may help to achieve sustained superior financial performance (Roberts and Dowling,
2002)

2.2 Brand Awareness

Brand awareness has been shown to affect perceptions and even taste. People like
the familiar and are prepared to ascribe all sorts of good attitude to items that are familiar to
them (Aaker, 1991). Bogart and Lehman (1973) explains that brand awareness came into
being from the big consists of dissimilar parts and dependent upon extension to different
fields of advertised messages.

According to Kotler and Keller (2006), brand awareness is the consumers’ ability to
identify the brand in a specific product under different conditions, as reflected by their brand
recognition or recall performance. Brand awareness must precede brand associations
(Washburn and Plank, 2002) and it is particularly true for new or niche brands by using name,
logo, symbol and advertising slogan to facilitate customers in brand recognition and brand
recall (Aaker, 1996).

Based on Aaker’s (1991) Brand Equity Model, brand awareness is one of the
dimensions in assessing the brand equity.

2.3 Brand Association

Brand association can be anything that connects the customer to the brand. It can
include user imagery, product attributes, use situations, organizational associations, brand
personality, and symbols (Aaker, 1991). The more the communication with customers, the
stronger is the degree of association.
Brand association is not simply an individual entity but consist of instances, ideas, episodes
and facts that are connected to form brand knowledge (Yoo et al., 2000).

According to Kotler and Keller (2006), brand association consists of all brand-related
thoughts, feelings, perceptions, images, experiences, belief, attitudes, and so on, that are
linked to the brand. If a product is able to meet consumers’ need, consumers will produce
psychological association with the brand and raise purchase intention accordingly (Fournier,
1998). Therefore, much of brand management involves determining what associations to
develop and then creating programs that will link the associations to the brand.

Based on Aaker’s (1991) Brand Equity Model, brand association is one of the
dimensions in assessing the brand equity.

2.4 Perceived Value
Perceived value is made up of several elements : the buyer’s image of the product
performance, the channel deliverables, warranty quality, customer support, and softer
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attitudes such as supplier’s reputation and trustworthiness (Kotler and Keller, 2006). Each
potential customer places different weights on these different elements.

Armstrong & Kotler (2006) further explains that customer perceived value is the
difference between the prospective customer’s evaluation of all the benefits and costs of an
offering and the perceived alternatives. Total customer value is the perceived monetary value
of the bundle of economic, functional, and psychological benefits customers expect from a
given market offering. Total customer cost is the bundle of costs that customers expect to
incur in evaluating, obtaining, using and disposing of the given market offerings.

Perceived value is important as it relate to customers’ satisfaction and the subsequent
repeated purchase intention (Patterson & Spreng, 1997). If the perceived value of customers
is low, they may switch their purchase to competing brands (Anderson & Srinivasan, 2003;
Monroe and Krishnan, 1985). Thus, perceived value is a vital catalyst for simulating
consumer purchase intention (Thaler, 1985).

2.5 Perceived Quality

Perceived quality is defined as “the customers’ perception of the overall quality or
superiority of a product or service with respect to its intended purpose, relative to
alternatives” (Zeithaml, 1988). It is an intangible, overall feeling about a brand (Sadler,
1999).

According to Aaker (1991), perceived quality is a special type of association, partly
because it influences brand associations in many contexts and partly because it has been
empirically shown to affect profitability. When a high level of perceived quality has been
created, it raises not only profit margin but also aids customer perception and create value to
the corporation (Aaker, 1991; Yoo et al., 2000).

Perceived quality is one of the dimensions influencing brand equity based on Aaker’s
Brand Equity Model (1991). Indicators such as brand performance, employee behaviour,
product reliability, service quality and physical appearance are measured in this dimension.

2.6 Brand Trust

Berry (2000) identifies that brand plays an extraordinary role in companies because
brands which are strong will increase the pace of customer’s trust of the purchase that is
invisible. Trust of the customer and satisfaction with a retailer mediates the impact of trust in
brand and satisfaction on customers’ intentions to repurchase (Zhoja and Voorhees, 2006).

Delgado-Ballester & Munuera-Aleman (2001, 2005) further explain brand trust as
the “confident expectations of the brand’s reliability and intentions in situations entailing risk
to the consumer”. They declare that trust association from past experience becomes the part
for current purchase and terms the customers as loyal which further intact the brand equity.

Brand trust is important as it relates to customer satisfaction, customer commitment
and brand loyalty (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2002; D. Cry et al., 2007). Developing the
relationship between customers and brand can help facilitating the connection between
company and customers (Sheth and Parvatiyar, 1995). Therefore, brand trust is a vital and
necessary construct in developing customer relationship stronger and achieve sustainable
share in the market (Sirdeshmukh et al., 2002)
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

3.1 Conceptual Research Framework

The aim of this study is to identify and investigate the factors that influence brand equity in
the fast food business in Hong Kong by adopting and extending Aaker's Brand Equity Model
(1991). The variables are identified from various marketing theories developed by famous
authors including Aaker (1991), Keller (1993), Woodruff (1997), Yoo et al (2000), Baldauf et
al (2003) and Kotler (2006).

A conceptual research framework is constructed as shown in Figure 1 to test the relationship
of the various independent variables of brand attributes : brand awareness, brand association,
perceived value, perceived quality and brand trust with the dependent variable of brand
equity. The questionnaire design, statistical sampling, validating exercise and data analysis
model will be developed based on this research framework.
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Figure 1 : Conceptual Research Framework
3.2 Proposed Hypotheses and Questionnaire Design

The study was conducted by using both qualitative and quantitative research methodology
(Welman and Kruger, 2011; Creswell, 2003) to collect appropriate data for the purpose of
identifying the key determinants of brand equity in the fast food business in Hong Kong.

The following hypotheses are proposed and tested with reference to the key objective of this
research :

H1 : Brand awareness is positive related to brand equity
H2 : Brand association is positive related to brand equity
H3 : Perceived value is positive related to brand equity
H4 : Perceived quality is positive related to brand equity
H5 : Brand trust is positive related to brand equity

In order to investigate those hypotheses, Fairwood Fast Food Limited (Fairwood), a local
famous fast food company was selected in this study. Fairwood has been established in Hong
Kong for more than 40 years and focuses mainly on the local and PRC fast food markets. Its
scale and market share is relatively small when compared with other Quick-Service-
Restaurants (QSR) like McDonald's and KFC.
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The target population in this study was customers of Fairwood fast food stores in Hong Kong.
Random sampling approach was adopted for data collection. A structured questionnaire with
three sections containing 27 questions was prepared (Appendix 1). Section one included
branching questions to collect demographics data. Section two aimed at gathering
information on various brand attributes including brand awareness (BW), brand association
(BA), perceived value (PV), perceived quality (PQ) and brand trust (BT) relating to brand
equity for the hypotheses testing. Section three were the personal data of respondents. The
research adopted a 5-point Likert scales ranging from <1> strongly disagree to <5> strongly
agree.

3.3 Statistical Sampling

There were 120 questionnaires distributed and 115 copies were returned. A total of 113
copies were valid after excluding 2 invalid ones with missing data.

In the final sample of 113 respondents as shown in Table 1, 28 (24.8%) of them are male
whereas 85 (75.2%) are female. Table 2 shows that there are 49 (43.3%) respondents with
age below 30, 53 (46.9%) respondents aged within 31- 50 and 11 (9.8%) of them are over 50.
In term of education level as indicated in Table 3, 47 (41.6%) respondents are graduates from
post -secondary colleges or below, 37 (32.7%) are undergraduates and the other 29 (25.7%)
are post-graduates. Among all the respondents, Table 4 indicates that 12 (10.6%) are
students, 15 (13.3%) work in business-related sectors, 12 (10.6%) are professionals, 60
(53.1%) are workers and the remaining 14 (12.4%) are mainly housewives and retired
persons. In view of income distribution in Table 5, 75 (66.3%) respondents with income
below HK$10,000, 22 (19.5%) of them are within HK$10,001 to HK$20,000 whereas the rest
of 16 (14.2%) respondents with income over HK$20,000.

3.4 Measurement of Descriptive Statistics

The study variables were analyzed using descriptive statistical methods such as frequency,
mean, standard deviation, Cronbach's Alpha and Pearson Correlation. Statistical Package for
the Social Sciences (SPSS) software was employed for statistical analysis.

Table 6 depicts the mean and standard deviation of the brand equity under the various brand
attributes. The means of all attributes are over 3 and two of them are over 4 which indicate
that the respondents ' impression on Fairwood is positive. Brand awareness with respondents'
recognizing Fairwood among all types of fast food stores shows a mean of 4.2. It explains
that consumers are aware of Fairwood as a long-established famous local brand.

3.5 Data Analysis and Research Implication

The internal consistency of the constructs and the reliability of questionnaire are measured by
Cronbach's Alpha. The Cronbach's Alpha coefficient for the six constructs including brand
awareness (BW), brand association (BA), perceived value (PV), perceived quality (PQ), brand
trust (BT) and brand equity (BE) are shown in Table 7. There are 3 questionnaire items for
each of the constructs and the results show that all Cronbach's Alpha coefficients are higher
than 0.7 except brand awareness (BW) which is slightly below 0.7 at 0.691. It can be
concluded that the data retrieved through the questionnaire is reliable.

Pearson correlation coefficient, symbolized by r, was developed by the English Statistician

Karl Pearson (1857 — 1936). It is used to measured the relationship between two variables.
The computed value of the correlation coefficient can range from -1.0 to 1.0, inclusive. The
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sign of the coefficient indicates the direction of the relationship; the absolute value of the
coefficient indicates the magnitude of the relationship.

Pearson correlation is adopted in this study to test if there is relationship existed between the
five independent variables of brand attributes on brand equity and the magnitude of such
relationship. According to this study, all the brand attributes have positive relationship with
brand equity which is validated by the positive sign of all Pearson correlation coefficient as
indicated in Table 8. However, the positive correlation of the independent variables of brand
association, perceived value, perceived quality and brand trust with the dependent variable
brand equity is moderate only. Their r-values ranged between 0.570 to 0.686. The
differences in magnitude of perceived value and brand trust with brand equity is insignificant
which implies that these two attributes have an equal influence on brand equity. It is also
observed that the relationship between brand awareness and brand equity is very weak with
the lowest r-value 0.235 whereas that between brand trust and brand equity is stronger as the
r-value is the highest at 0.686. In the long run, brand trust is a more critical factor to build up
brand equity.

CONCLUSION

Through this study, the major determinants of brand equity have been identified in the fast
food business in Hong Kong. The results of the statistical analysis support all the hypotheses
and indicate that the five determinants or attributes that are tested are positively related to
brand equity.

Both perceived value and brand trust show a relatively higher influence on brand equity. This
implies that if the customers feel that the perceived value is high, the benefit they get
outweigh the cost they pay (Armstrong & Kotler; 2006), they are willing to spend more and
intend to repeat their purchase (Patterson & Spreng; 1997). Similarly, if the customers have
more trust on the products offered and service delivered, it will enhance their satisfaction,
commitment and brand loyalty of the company (Hennig-Thurau et al.; 2002; D. Cry et al.,
2007). According to Aaker (1991), brand loyalty can be considered as both a dimension and
an outcome of brand equity.

The research results also show that brand awareness has a weak influence on brand equity.
This explains that a higher brand equity might not be the outcome of a higher awareness of
the company's logo, design, brand, products and any other characteristics.

Facing the keen competition and challenging economic environment, the profit margin will
easily be eroded. Brand equity becomes one of the key competitive advantages that create
tangible value for the sustainability and continuous growth of the company. The results of
this research can facilitate the marketers or practitioners to implement effective customer-
focused marketing strategies and develop framework to integrate brand equity with the
stakeholders' relationship.

The research model can be extended to test the other determinants such as customer
satisfaction, brand image, brand loyalty on brand equity and the impact of brand equity on
purchase decisions. Though this research was only conducted in the fast food business in
Hong Kong, a future extension of the study could be applied and validated the research model
in the other industries in Hong Kong or even outside Hong Kong.
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