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What is design’s role in sustainable globalization? Connecting to the other without losing ourselves Uday Gajendar, Sae-Yeon Eun, Jean Wible, Diane Kucharczyk Carnegie Mellon University



Introduction In this paper we examine the role of design in the global expansion of a brand. Using Coca-Cola, one of the world’s best-known brands, as a case study, we develop a conceptual framework that articulates a positive approach to supporting Thomas 1 Friedman’s idea of “sustainable globalization.” We chose Coca-Cola because it has worldwide influence across political, ethnic, and social boundaries. It is also a compelling symbol of the “American lifestyle,” representing modernity, convenience, enjoyment, and escape. This combination of ideological appeals, symbolic values, and product quality imply the power Coca-Cola maintains in its brand and products, which impact cultures in various contexts. So, how does one consume a globally accessible brand like Coca-Cola and still retain regional sensitivity and connection? How can design help foster a successful integration of corporate brand with local sensibilities? The ultimate question becomes, how can we connect to “the other” without losing ourselves? Our attempt at answering this question involves a review of Thomas Friedman’s concept of “glocalization,”1 Coca-Cola’s business practices, and the roles of media, the family, and cultural attitudes toward food consumption. Coca-Cola: Global Marketing Machine An Atlanta pharmacist first produced Coca-Cola as a medicinal elixir over 100 years ago. Since then, it has become a globally dominant soft drink. Coca-Cola’s drive toward global availability began during WWII when the company promised to make the beverage available to any US soldier for a nickel, no matter what it cost the company.2 Criticized in 1942 by NBC radio for shipping the drink when other supplies were needed overseas, the company decided to set up bottling operations abroad. During the war 64 2 bottling plants were established, largely at government expense. After the war, CocaCola continued to expand its distribution, thus becoming a prominent symbol of socalled “American imperialism.” Coca-Cola insisted that its beverage be the same everywhere, closely guarding its recipe and carefully training its employees.2 Marketing, business, and political strategies helped make Coke popular rapidly, and thus it became an icon of America. People desired the American way of life, and by consuming American products, they felt that much closer to attaining this ideal. Coca-Cola pushed into foreign markets along with fast food companies such as McDonald’s and entertainment companies like Disney, which also symbolized “glorious America.” What was originally simple sustenance and refreshment transcended its functional roles and entered the realm of symbolism. However, along with these new products and the glamour of America came threats to national identity and traditions, part of which includes how, where, and what people



eat. Fast food (including soft drinks) can threaten this identity and damage ties to local brands. Companies may attempt to change traditions, particularly by appealing to 3 young people, the demographic group with the weakest ties to tradition. Companies also recognize that children have power over what their parents will buy. Coca-Cola acknowledges this in the “Six Beliefs” section of its 1999 annual report: You’ll never be the real thing if you’re from out of town..... In Malaysia, we’re “Chup!” It’s a traditional gesture for ‘time out,’ but today stands for “Chup! Coca-Cola Segar Semula.” (“Take a break! Have a Coca-Cola. Continue refreshed.”) Schoolkids—and their parents alike—think it’s cool.4



Though powerful on a global scale, in the past decade, Coca-Cola has been forced to acknowledge a backlash against it because of its position as a globally powerful American company. In his message to shareholders after a disappointing year in 1999, CEO Doug Daft acknowledged the need for the company to “think locally and act locally”: ...We know that our business in the nearly 200 countries we serve is fundamentally a local business.... No one drinks a Coke globally.... People make those decisions in their backyards, at their restaurants, on their hometown athletic fields. Or in a rice paddy, in the shadow of the Pyramids or on the Sahel.5



To counter this backlash, Coca-Cola has adopted a more local strategy. Instead of trying to globalize its core product, Coke, the company will focus on more local tastes, which means either buying out local brands or creating new products. This practice has a twosided effect: Coca-Cola is more sensitive to local tastes, but there is a new type of forced choice. The company believes “the more choices [it] offer[s], the more [it is] the beverage of choice.”4 Often, someone choosing a “local” brand unconsciously chooses a Coca-Cola product. Instead of forcing Coke upon everyone and trying to eliminate traditions of local products, the company now takes different approaches: It tries to make new traditions or to become part of existing traditions. Some of the methods it uses include clever slogans like the “11:00 AM diet Coke break,” which has become part of daily speech in Great Britain, adapting commercials for local markets, and creating associations with special events, such as traditional festivals.4 The question remains: Is this culturally healthy? Just as McDonald’s localizes its operations when it exports its production systems to other countries, Coca-Cola 3 provides jobs for local residents. Also, by acquiring local brands and creating new ones, the company caters to more people’s tastes. Does it matter that this new sensitivity toward diversity is primarily a marketing strategy? Questions of moral value are difficult to answer. With local cultures, there seems to be a fine line between preservation and mere exploitation.
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Glocalization Glocalization is the “ability of a culture to absorb influences that naturally fit into and can enrich that culture, to resist those things that are alien but can still be enjoyed as separate and different.”1 The purpose is to assimilate aspects of globalization into a local culture in a way that “adds to local growth and diversity, without overwhelming native development.”1 Glocalization should work as a filter to support sustainable globalization; the results can be healthy with the enhancement of lifestyles or unhealthy with the loss of identity and social cohesion.1 Design should play a role with a corporate understanding of how a brand can influence various local interpretations, utilities, and perceptions of itself and its artifacts. This can be manifest in marketing tactics, packaging labels, color schemes, slogan translations, and product ingredients. Local contexts provide their own values and interpretations of American-made goods— hence, the indigenization of American goods to fit local customs. For example, Coke has been adopted for religious rites by villages in Haiti and Barbados, supposedly embodying sacred powers of healing and wealth.6 American goods, however, may serve as an unwarranted catalyst for local change, with the displacement of native products like coconut milk and water from their customary diets. For example, Coke has become so embedded in Argentinean lifestyle that it has replaced water as refreshment on a hot summer day. Along tourist routes, mass advertising (via placards and billboards) has transformed Coke consumption into a spectacle that has affected local inhabitants’ behaviors, with native Argentineans publicly expressing their beverage preference in 6 small outdoor groups as a “fashionable” social event. It is significant that transculturally promoted products like Coke are strongly identified with American ideals and values, such as the “American Dream” of consumer democracy.6 This has led to rapid changes throughout the world. For instance, the collapse of the Soviet Union and Iron Curtain may have resulted from a desire for highquality American products from Coca-Cola, Nike, and Disney.6 Such artifacts embody American political and economic values of freedom and choice. These values and products cooperate to help drive the democratization–capitalization forces needed for a successfully fluid global economy.1 As Friedman explains through personal stories, fundamental conflicts exist within the globalization phenomenon.1 The “creolization” of American goods by foreign peoples results from the creativity of the foreign consumer over the intentions of the American global producer. Then global homogenization occurs, derisively called “Cocacolonization,” in which the replication of universal standards (such as Coke’s demand for a single taste) overwhelms local variations.6 This contributes to the death of local cultures as a bland equivalence subverts fruitful distinctions. Corporations like Coca-Cola play a large role in shaping the world’s popular culture. Such companies recognize that they do not sell life necessities, but rather “lifestyles.”
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Coca-Cola understands this well, for one of its executives admitted: “American culture broadly defined—music, film, fashion, and food—has become culture world wide.”7 To sell products, which are often irrelevant and unknown to other cultures, corporations must create artificial “needs” and build loyalty to their brand names. Since Coca-Cola cannot manufacture thirst, it manufactures taste; thirst can be quenched by water or any local drink. Still, Coca-Cola has been successful on a worldwide basis because its consumption is identified—due to aggressive advertising campaigns—with being fashionable, young, fun loving, and American. Hence, identity and values are surrendered, leading to an emergence of a monoculture lacking native authenticity— how can this be prevented through a design-oriented approach to glocalization towards achieving sustainable globalization? Globalization and Culture Globalization introduces acculturation to a society. Unlike assimilation—immigrants entering and blending into another culture—acculturation occurs when a society changes through contact with another culture. These forces often conflict within the family, a key cultural unit. A traditional way of life led by the elders may clash with a modern way of life for the young generation. Cultures are defined through their numerous artifacts and behaviors, and acculturation occurs when they are changed by outside influences. Globalization of companies can be both beneficial and destructive. It can allow for an understanding of cultures to create a base for better communication; however, it can also cause a loss or thoughtless change of tradition and meaning within a culture. The key feature of both assimilation and acculturation is that major changes occur from generation to generation. Adolescents are very open to change because they have not yet matured into the culture of their elders. Thus, companies target adolescents and often even younger children with their advertising: “Although education may provide a cultural resistance to globalization, many are often already hooked into the rhythms 8 and patterns of the global economy before they even get to school.” Many have recognized this threat to children and thus to culture. Some countries have even taken steps to ban television advertising directed at children.3 Acculturation patterns within foreign societies can be seen by the effects of companies such as Coca-Cola on their native societies and throughout the world. For example, in the US, Coca-Cola hired Haddon Sundblom to draw Santa Claus, so the company could market Coke to children without showing children drinking it. Sundblom’s illustrations changed American folklore by creating the image of Santa Claus as we now picture him: wearing white and Coca-Cola red.2 Prior to WWII, Coca-Cola had established itself in Germany and its trucks often appeared at Hitler Youth rallies “hoping to catch the next generation.”2 But it was not until WWII that Coca-Cola established itself extensively in other countries via United States military operations. Both Coke and the heroic American soldiers became symbols of the “American Dream.” American soldiers drank
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Coke and spread their culture throughout other countries; this influenced foreign people’s desires for the same things the soldiers had, including “chocolate bars, 2 cigarettes, and Cokes.” This desire for a taste of America has paved the way for more American products entering foreign markets, since a buying public exists for American artifacts. At this point, there becomes a certain obscurity between Americanism, Westernization, and globalization. Globalization is not just the spread of American or Western culture, but the spread of all cultures to each other. However the effects of foreign companies entering the US market are not the same as the opposite situation and will not be explored here. Globalizing companies, as mentioned earlier, is not the same as glocalizing them for sustainable globalization. If people feel threatened by a company’s actions or effects within their country, a backlash may occur. For example, in some countries rumors circulated that Coke caused cancer, impotence, or sterilization and that it made one’s hair turn white.9 Several studies address assimilation and find that cultures of the old and young conflict, which can cause people, especially young women, to develop eating disorders 10–12 Other studies show that the differences and mental and behavioral problems. between collectivism and individualism cause stress among adolescents in both assimilation and acculturation environments. The concept and role of the self differ so much that there is conflict in the family unit and in society.13,14 The stresses of adjusting to new cultural patterns take effect through the alteration of cultural artifacts and behaviors, which include one’s food consumption as well as one’s attitude towards food consumption. Globalization has the potential to homogenize if the elders in a society do not teach their culture to the maturing generations. As Friedman wrote, “given the force and speed of globalization today, those cultures that are not robust enough to do so will be wiped out like any species that cannot adapt to changes in its environment.”1 Friedman also mentioned a story about a little girl who arrived into Los Angeles from Japan, and was excited to see that “they have McDonald’s in this country too,” mistaking the 1 franchise for a Japanese company. This is what Friedman described as unhealthy glocalism, which occurs “when you absorb something that isn’t part of your culture, doesn’t connect with anything latent in your culture, but you have so lost touch with your culture, you think it does.”1 The conflicts in these situations relate to foreign companies entering a traditional culture and introducing new ideas through food, media, fashion, and so forth. The forces between the wants and discoveries of the young versus the teachings from their elders are at issue here. A balance between these forces is difficult to maintain so that
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the people of the world retain their cultural identity yet have enough in common to communicate effectively. However, human-centered design of products has the potential to introduce new products without overwhelming a foreign culture. Toward Positive Globalization Our research suggests there are several critical issues for transnational companies such as Coca-Cola to consider when expanding operations and product distribution into new cultural and geographical realms. Foremost, ethical dilemmas, or tradeoffs, must be evaluated carefully with regard to artifacts, people, lifestyles, and places, which are interconnected through people’s experiences with products. An artifact is any artificially constructed physical or virtual entity that serves a human purpose. People are the stakeholders who are and will be impacted by the development, use, and expansion of an artifact. Lifestyle refers to the combination of behaviors, perceptions, and values that suggests a way of living for a person or group, usually connected to one or more artifacts. Place is the physical or virtual location of the production, distribution, use, and/or consumption of an artifact. Place value emerges through the emotional connection to an artifact developed through its use and influence. These relationships are shown by the diagrams in figures 1 and 2.
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FIG. 1. Relationship between (A) glocalization, (B) global brands, and (C) cultural identity. The three forces converge at (D) a place where design can be the mediator between these critical issues for sustainable globalization (lifestyle, place, people, and artifact). These issues are organized into a conceptual framework that can serve as a tool for companies seeking to globally expand their offerings meaningfully and responsibly.



One tradeoff is the balance between popular symbolic appeal and local value. Is there a conflicting or complementary relationship? Another is the utility of the product within local contexts versus the image propagated by Western media about its alleged use. Does this artifact suggest a lifestyle damaging to local customs and traditions of great historical significance? How can the company help maintain tradition without discrediting its generational necessity in future years with modern conveniences, like fast food and drinks? Another great tradeoff to consider for expanding into impoverished nations is the benefit of modern conveniences at the great risk of endangering “home-grown” sensibilities of food and tools and living. The accelerated “modernization” of some cultures could be disruptive because the people may not be culturally mature enough to handle the responsibilities of managing such rapid changes.
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FIG. 2. Close-up of Fig. 1, part D, relating lifestyle, place, people, and artifact, which are issues that become connected through design thinking, research, and methods. These ideas contribute to a holistic understanding of how to achieve sustainable globalization. This framework may be used as a tool to help a company in the culturally responsible expansion of a product, service, brand, or system.



These tradeoffs suggest that an evaluation of people, places, lifestyles, and artifacts would lead to an understanding of the values to be considered and defended: respect, trust, balance, propriety, empathy, and so forth. This emergence of human-centric values within the strategic planning process of global operations implies the value of designers to become the advocates of such issues. More than mere artifact constructors, designers may become the leaders of thinking about the purpose and quality of expansion into local cultures. Design’s place in the globalization process emerges as the mediator among dominant corporate forces, including marketers, business strategists, and product managers, and the targeted audiences. Designers step into the product development process, helping to articulate the way to expand a product (i.e., brand, service, experience, artifact, culture, etc.) into a context so that successful, sustainable lifestyle integration and enhancement can be achieved. Designers can play a significant role in finding a balance among cultures, using the conceptual framework built upon consideration of people, places, lifestyles, and artifacts and building outward to look at the different areas of globalization and glocalization efforts. The following are possible means of improving globalization efforts toward a positive outcome for both the company and the local population of consumers: (1) The company should form transnational teams, bringing together people of different nationalities to work on tasks that span multiple countries. (2) For teams dedicated to improving local responsiveness, the company might craft a staffing strategy to achieve both cultural heterogeneity and functional variety. (3) Multinational companies should create teams that increase organizational learning by staffing them with the best talent they can
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find, wherever it exists around the world. (4) With locally responsive teams, the company should implement training programs that communicate the company’s global vision so team members may first grasp the “big picture” before they develop plans for individual countries.
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