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ABSTRACT

The debate on standardization versus adaptation is everywhere apparent and addresses the question 
whether and to what extent consumer behaviour differs between countries. While some studies confirm 
the assumption of one single pan-European market, another stream of research emphasizes that European 
countries continue to possess predominantly distinct market identities and favour multi-regional strategies. 
Thus, in the tension between worldwide standardization, national customization, and hybrid approaches 
such as “glocalization,” the aim of this chapter is to shed light on the importance of cultural differ-
ences and similarities in international marketing. After discussing the meaning of cultural influences for 
marketing management in general, this chapter presents the results of a meta-analytic literature review 
concentrating on consumer culture in the food and beverage sector.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Against the backdrop of a longstanding tradi-
tion of unification of the European market as 
reflected in the European Union and agreements 
in political, financial, and economical aspects, the 
assumption that the Europe can be treated as one 
single market seems apparent (Steenkamp & Ter 
Hofstede, 2002). From a consumer point of view, 
the availability of global technologies, media and 
communication channels, the increasing mobil-
ity and similar education systems suggest that 
consumer needs and desires homogenize across 
countries and consumer segments converge across 
blurring national boundaries (Lemmens, Croux & 
Dekimpe, 2007). As a consequence, a standardized 
pan-European marketing strategy would lever-
age economies of scale and allow coordinated 
competitive and strategic management decisions 
(Yip, 1995; Özsomer & Simonin, 2004). While 
some studies confirm the assumption of one single 
pan-European market, another stream of research 
emphasizes that European countries continue to 
possess predominantly distinct market identities 
and favour multi-regional strategies (Lemmens et 
al., 2007). As the concept of culture is becoming 
more diffuse, and “global culture is shared not 
so much between countries as between particular 
individuals within countries” (Steenkamp, 2001, p. 
37), there is a need for a profound understanding of 
the cultural manifestation in consumer behaviour 
(Craig & Douglas, 2006).

Thus, in the tension between worldwide stan-
dardization, national customization, and hybrid 
approaches like glocalization (Ritzer, 2004), the 
aim of this chapter is to shed light on the impor-
tance of cultural differences and similarities in 
international marketing. The remainder of this 
chapter is as follows: First, we present selected 
definitions of the concepts of culture and consumer 
culture as well as existing conceptualizations of 
culture in international marketing. After having 
discussed the meaning of cultural differences or 

similarities for marketing management, we present 
the elements of the conceptual framework of this 
chapter. Based on this, we present the results of a 
meta-analytic review concentrating on consumer 
culture in the food and beverage sector and finish 
with some concluding remarks.

2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

2.1. The Concepts of Culture 
and Consumer Culture

Even if there are several approaches to define 
culture in anthropology, sociology, cross-cultural 
psychology, and marketing, there is no single, 
agreed-upon definition (Merz, He & Alden, 2008). 
The diversity of its manifestations is reflected in the 
amount of different conceptualizations: Already 
in 1954, Kroeber & Kluckhohn had cited 164 
different definitions of culture (1952, p. 4355). 
Table 1 summarizes some definitions of culture:

Understood as a subset of culture in general, 
the concept of consumer culture “frames consum-
ers’ horizons of conceivable action, feeling, and 
thought, making certain patterns of behaviour and 
sense-making interpretations more likely than 
others” (Arnould & Thompson, 2005, p. 869). 
Facing the debate of converging versus diverg-
ing consumer cultures around the world, some 
scholars argue that trends like global accessible 
media lead to the homogenization of consumers’ 
desires and a global demand (Jain, 1989; Levitt, 
1983). In contrast to this, other researchers assume 
that consumption behaviour will remain local and 
“globalization does not so much mark the erasure 
of place but in a curious way contributes to its 
revitalization” (Watts, 1996, p. 64). In between 
is a mixture of convergence and divergence: 
glocalization understood as “the interpenetration 
of the global and the local, resulting in unique 
outcomes in different geographic areas” (Ritzer, 
2003, p. 193). In this context, Friedman (2000, p. 
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