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Abstract

:

In recent years, the market pattern of infant formula in China has changed dramatically. The market share of domestic infant formula has exceeded that of imports. The essence of the market share change of domestic and foreign brands is the change of consumers’ brand preferences. To explore which factors affected consumers’ brand preferences, our study conducted a qualitative research method based on the grounded theory, through in-depth interviews with 60 mothers in the Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei region, systematically identifying the factors which affect consumers’ brand preferences for infant formula, which allowed us to establish a theoretical model for them. We found that product characteristics and external environmental factors could directly affect the formation of consumers’ brand preferences, or indirectly through the two intermediary factors of buyers and users. In addition, in the consumption of infant formula, buyers and users were separated, and infants, as actual users, were an important factor that could not be ignored in brand preference.
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1. Introduction


Infant formula milk powder is an important food for babies and infants, and one which is related to the happiness of millions of families and the future of the nation. The melamine incident in 2008 brought a serious brand and credibility crisis to China’s infant formula industry [1,2]. After this incident, the share of imports surged, while that of domestic brands decreased, with a lack of brand competitiveness in the international market [3]. However, COVID-19 swept the world in 2019, which brought a huge impact on the infant formula industry. As a result, China’s infant formula industry presents a new market pattern [4]. From the macro perspective, due to the disruption of global supply chains caused by COVID-19, China’s infant formula industry has entered a new stage of rising market share for domestic brands, and declining imports. In 2020, China’s infant formula imports dropped by 6.5%, which is the first “inflection point” of the decline after the melamine incident. In 2021, China’s infant formula imports still maintain a downward trend, dropping by 22.1%. At the same time, in recent years, for Chinese government strengthened the supervision of infant formula and issued the “infant formula product formula Registration Management Measures” and other series of policies, meaning that the quality and safety of domestic brand formula had been significantly improved. In 2020, China’s infant formula sampling qualified rate reached 99.89%, and the domestic market share increased to 54%. The domestic market’s confidence gradually recovered. From the micro perspective, the change of China’s infant formula market pattern is actually the change of consumer brand preference. It is meaningful to explore the influencing factors of consumer brand preference to understand the changes in the infant formula market.



Brand preference is the degree of consumers’ preference for a brand in a certain market and refers to the degree to which consumers tend to choose a certain brand compared with competing brands [5]. As an important signal of consumers’ choice, brand preference directly affects consumers’ purchase intention [6]. Infant formula is a kind of product with a high degree of consumer involvement and a long service cycle. Therefore, consumers are willing to spend more time considering their choice, and seriously thinking about and comparing the differences between brands, so as to make the purchase decision that best meets their needs [7]. There are numerous academic studies on consumers’ brand preferences, the most famous of which is the consumer behavior theory proposed by Howard and Sheth in 1969 and Engel in 1994. The studies emphasize the influence of direct or indirect factors in the purchase process, pointing out that brand preference is formed under the combined effect of product or brand characteristics, consumer characteristics, environmental factors, and situational factors [8,9]. Bettman’s constructive consumer choice processes theory also states that consumers’ preferences are not something inherent or pre-existing but are constructed based on the characteristics of the external environment with psycho-emotional and cognitive orientations [10]. From previous studies, we can learn that consumers’ brand preferences for infant formula are formed under the joint action of various factors.



Consumers’ brand preferences are primarily influenced by the following three aspects, according to the existing literature: product characteristics, external environment, and consumer characteristics. First, product characteristics mainly include nutrient content, price, origin, etc. Whether the nutrient content is comprehensive directly affects consumers’ brand preferences [11]. There is no consensus on the effect of price on brand preference, with some studies asserting a significant effect [12], while others take a different view [13]. Many scholars have found that origin also has a significant impact on Chinese consumers’ brand preferences due to the melamine scandal [14]. Even in the regions not affected by the melamine incident, brand preference is also influenced by the place of origin, i.e., whether the infant formula is domestically produced or imported [15]. Second, the external environment factors include recommendations from friends and relatives, professional advice, and advertising. Research has shown that consumers are more likely to use and trust the infant formula brands recommended by friends or experts [16]. Consumers’ brand preferences are sometimes promoted through advertising, but also can be negatively influenced by exaggerated and unreasonable advertising [17]. Third, consumer characteristics mainly focus on the demographic characteristics and perceptions of the buyers. Studies have found that factors, such as buyers’ educational background [18], income [19], brand trust [20], and perception of quality and safety [21] have significant effects on brand preference. Moreover, since the buyer is not the user of infant formula, infants and babies, as actual users, can affect brand preference for infant formula [22]. However, most of the current studies have been conducted from the buyer’s perspective, and few have examined the user (infants and babies) factors.



Previous studies, which mostly adopted quantitative research methods [23], have two shortcomings. Firstly, the influencing factors of brand preference they examined are limited, and some underlying factors (e.g., acceptance of formula by infants, and age of infant in months) were not studied. Secondly, there is a lack of systematic research on the influencing factors of consumer preference for infant formula brands, and the complex relationships among the influencing factors are not yet clear [24]. Changes in China’s infant formula market have raised questions that this paper aims to answer. What are the underlying factors affecting Chinese consumers’ brand preferences for infant formula? How do these factors affect consumers’ brand preferences? Based on the grounded theory and through in-depth interviews with 60 mothers in the Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei region, this study systematically examined the influencing factors of consumers’ brand preferences and their interactions in China’s infant formula market, and also distinguished the buyer and user factors. Our study further supplements and enriches the relevant research on the influencing factors of infant formula brand preference, and has important theoretical and practical significance for promoting the healthy development of China’s infant formula industry, and understanding the rule of market change.




2. Methodology


The grounded theory approach is a qualitative research method founded by Glaser and Strauss from Columbia University in the 1960s, the main purpose of which is to build a theory based on empirical data [25]. According to this approach, researchers generally start with actual observations and then summarize the experience from primary sources without developing any theoretical assumptions at the beginning of the research [26]. This approach typically searches for core concepts that reflect the essence of phenomena based on systematic data collection, and then constructs relevant social theories through connections among these concepts [27]. As a complete and independent set of research methodology, the grounded theory is widely used in many research fields of social sciences. Infant formula is used by babies aged 0–3 and bought by their parents. Since the language expression ability of infants is not fully developed, users do not have the ability to choose independently, so buyers can only judge and evaluate the product through the behavior of infants. In addition, consumers’ brand preferences also vary from person to person. The grounded theory research method can be used to more comprehensively investigate the influencing factors of infant formula brand preference and the relationship between them, so as to better answer the research questions of this study.



There are two main reasons for selecting the Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei region as the research area. Firstly, the Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei region has large cities including municipalities and provincial capital cities, as well as rural areas. Secondly, Hebei Province is the origin of China’s melamine incident in 2008, and, thus, the study of consumer brand preferences for infant formula in this region is highly representative and typical. In accordance with the principle of purposive sampling, the study recruited purchasers of infant formula as respondents, including potential buyers, current buyers, and previous buyers, with the main focus on current buyers. Potential buyers are pregnant women with experience buying infant formula; actual buyers are those who are currently feeding or mixed feeding and have experience buying infant formula (exclusive breastfeeding is not included); previous buyers are those who bought infant formula within the last year.



The research strictly followed the research procedure of the grounded theory, coding and analyzing while collecting data, and constantly discovering new theories [28]. The research was completed in two successive phases to prevent premature end of sample collection and to avoid the impact of individual errors. Thirty-six samples were collected in the first phase from November to December 2020, followed by a continuous search for theoretical gaps by continuously collecting twenty-four samples from January to March in 2021 in accordance with the principles of theoretical sampling [29]. The sample size was determined according to the principle of theoretical saturation [30], and the final sample size was 60. The Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei sample covered seven districts of Beijing (Xicheng, Haidian, Chaoyang, Changping, Tongzhou, Miyun, and Yanqing), six districts of Tianjin (Nankai, Jinan, Hexi, Xiqing, Jizhou, and the Binhai New Area), and eight districts of Hebei (Shijiazhuang, Xingtai, Baoding, Hengshui, Langfang, Chengde, Zhangjiakou, and Handan). The research sample included 37 individuals in urban areas and 23 individuals in rural areas. The educational background ranged from high school and below, college and undergraduate, to postgraduate. The interviewees’ occupations included civil servants, public institution staff, enterprise staff service industry workers, and a stay-at-home mom. Detailed information on the interviewees is as follows (Table 1).



We used semi-structured in-depth interviews to obtain the data. Our study was conducted in the form of one-to-one interviews in strict accordance with the criteria of reliability and validity of qualitative research. On the one hand, qualitative research mainly adopts procedural reliability, so interview materials are required to be recorded in time according to standard procedural requirements. The reliability of interview materials is to ensure that all interviewees have a consistent understanding of the question. Therefore, to ensure reliability and validity, the interviews were conducted in three steps. First, a pre-interview was conducted prior to the formal interview in order to further improve the interview content. Second, the research team made an appointment with each interviewee by phone and informed them of the interview topic so that they could reserve time to participate. Third, before the start of the formal interview, instructions were given on the collection of interview data, so that the interviewees could properly understand the interview questions. On the other hand, we followed the procedural validity of the research data, that is, to ensure that respondents’ answers are correct, honest and in line with relevant social situations. With the consent of the interviewees, the whole interview process was audio-recorded. The formal interview began with basic information about the interviewees, including age, educational background, occupation, place of residence, number of fetuses, and age of infants. Then, open-ended questions were asked, collecting information on how to choose an infant formula brand and the factors influencing their brand choice. The order of the interview questions was flexible, adjusting to the actual situation of each interviewee and allowing interviewees to propose their own questions. Focusing on the questions raised by interviewees and the concepts captured during the interviews, the interviewer asked follow-up questions based on the actual context to gain an in-depth understanding of interviewees’ brand preferences for infant formula and the influencing factors.



After each interview, the audio recordings were sorted out in time to create interview records and memos. In processing the interview data, the names of the 60 anonymous interviewees were replaced by the designations A1–A60, and six samples, A8, A13, A26, A31, A46, and A57, were randomly selected for the theoretical saturation test. The audio recordings were converted into text, and the text was organized and revised with reference to the audio. Each interview lasted for 30–40 min, resulting in a total of 156,000 words of interview material.




3. Data Analysis


3.1. Free Node Coding


The sorted interview texts were named A1-A60, imported into Nvivo12 software as internal files, and coded. The study divided three coding processes of the grounded theory—open coding, axial coding, and selective coding—into free nodes and tree nodes for coding [31]. Coding is an important step in the research of the grounded theory, which refers to decomposing, discerning, and assigning concepts to the collected empirical material [32]. Free nodes are tentative encoding processes, which are parallel encoding at a single level. In Nvivo12, the coding of the interview text was done by “New Node”. If one sentence contains multiple meanings, it can be coded twice or more, while eliminating the initial concept that occurs less than twice.



Our study resulted in 760 coded reference points and 22 free nodes. The points “recommendation from friends and relatives”, “trial pack”, “advertising”, “quality and safety awareness”, and “feeding experience” were coded as free nodes. To save space, 1–2 original statements and initial concepts were selected for each initial category, as shown in Table 2.




3.2. Tree Node Coding


After the free coding of all information, the free nodes were further categorized and merged with concept and theme refinement to form tree nodes with the same conceptual category. Tree nodes can describe the interrelationships between qualitative research concepts. Tree nodes are nodes that have logical relationships with free nodes and deal with the connections between nodes. Based on the tree node connection, the factors influencing consumers’ brand preferences for infant formula were grouped into the following four categories: external environmental factors, product characteristics, buyer factors, and user (babies and infants) factors. The “New Item Map” function of Nvivo12 software was used to build the model, and a visualization of the tree node diagram of the influencing factors was formed (See Figure 1).



To verify the scientific validity of free node and tree node coding, we used word similarity for cluster analysis and the Pearson correlation coefficient in qualitative studies to measure the correlation between free nodes and higher-level tree nodes. In qualitative studies, Pearson’s coefficients of 0.8–1, 0.6–0.8, 0.4–0.6, 0.2–0.4, and less than 0.2 present strong, relatively strong, moderate, relatively weak, and weak correlations, respectively. Among the 22 free nodes and the upper tree nodes, 19 nodes (or 86.4%) showed a moderate or above Pearson’s correlation coefficient, and 13 nodes (or 59.1%) showed a strong or relatively strong correlation. The coding has a certain degree of scientific accuracy.




3.3. Brand Preference Theory Model Construction


Previous studies have shown that product characteristics and external environment have a significant impact on consumers’ brand preferences [33]. On this basis, our study separated the buyers and users from the consumer factors of infant formula compounding, and then refined the factor analysis of consumers’ brand preferences. The study was guided by the theories of consumer buying behavior proposed by Howard and Sheth (1969), Engel (1994), and Bettman et al. (1998), pointing out that brand preference is formed under the combined effect of product characteristics, external environmental factors, buyer factors, and user (babies and infants) factors. According to these theories, a theoretical model of consumer brand preference for infant formula was constructed on the basis of the relationship structure of tree nodes and sub-nodes (See Figure 2). The consumer’s decision-making process is influenced by the stimulus of the external environment and the situation of the product, and then the consumer makes a decision based on his or her own situation, such as consumption habits and income. For a special product, such as infant formula, the evaluation of its effectiveness and perceived quality can only be obtained through indirect observation and summary of actual users’ (babies and infants) experience. The specific conditions of babies and infants, such as the age, the amount of use, etc., and the user’s reactions to the product will influence buyers’ brand preferences [1]. Specifically, powder state, price, the trial pack, and other product characteristics will directly affect consumers’ brand preferences. Convenience of purchase, recommendation from friends and family, and other external environmental factors will also stimulate consumers’ infant formula brand preferences. The logical relationship among the factors in our study will be explained specifically in the next section.




3.4. Theoretical Saturation Test


The theoretical saturation test is used as an identification criterion for when to stop sampling. The saturation is verified when no more conceptual categories emerge from the results of theoretical analysis [34]. The coding of the interview data of the six interviewees set aside showed that no new categories were formed, which was in line with the theoretical model of the factors influencing the brand preference for infant formula, and no new relationship was formed. Therefore, it can be assumed that the theoretical model of brand preference for infant formula is saturated.





4. Findings


4.1. The Influence of Product Characteristics on the Brand Preference for Infant Formula


Product characteristics (e.g., price, nutritional composition and formula, origin, trial pack, taste, powder state, and batch information) are the direct factors affecting the brand preference for infant formula. We found that not all product characteristics influence buyers’ brand preferences, such as production date and shelf life. These characteristics are common to all brands and have no practical significance to buyers’ brand preferences, though they were often mentioned in the interviews.



The price, origin, and nutritional composition and formulation of infant formula have significant effects on buyers’ brand preferences. Previous quantitative studies have paid much attention to these three aspects, but they are usually described by statistical variables. In terms of price, there are differences in the price sensitivity of buyers. Some buyers think that a high price is good, some consider cost-effectiveness, and some others are not concerned about the price. In addition, the in-depth interviews informed us that buyers also attach great importance to price stability. For example, some brands have fluctuating prices due to different sales channels or other reasons, leading to buyers’ distrust of the brand, which is a potential factor not covered in previous quantitative studies. Brand preference is also influenced by a range of origin factors, including the level of economic development of the country of origin, the infant formula industry policies, and ecological conditions. For example, Australia has a superior ecological environment, and European countries have the strictest management standards for infant formula. However, in recent years, the gap between Chinese buyers’ willingness to pay for domestic infant formula brands and that willingness for foreign brands (i.e., different origins) has gradually narrowed [35]. The interviews also inform us that some buyers are actually not clear about the true origin of imported or domestic brands. Buyers cannot distinguish between foreign-invested brands and foreign brands, so they may not be able to identify foreign and domestic brands [36]. In terms of nutritional composition and formula, infant formula, as a substitute for breast milk, provides essential nutrients for the growth and development of babies and infants. Buyers will pay attention to various nutritional elements and formulas that affect the growth and development of babies and infants, such as the content of OPO, DNA, choline, and various trace elements in different brands. At the same time, the concept that “domestic formulas are more suitable for Chinese babies” has become popular, which has an increasingly obvious influence on buyers’ brand preferences.



The powder state and taste of the infant formula are the direct sensory characteristics of the product. The main characteristics of taste include sweetness, fishy taste, and off-flavor. Many mothers make their choices by tasting the formula themselves. For example, mothers are concerned that the sweetness may lead to tooth decay and affect the babies’ intake of complementary foods and other nutrition at a later stage. In terms of powder state, normal infant formula should be dry, show uniform particles, and have no lumps or clumps [37]. Powder state can determine the solubility of the formula, which will affect brand preference. Specifically, mothers will assess whether the infant formula is easily digested and absorbed by the baby based on the size of powder particles and whether the texture is thick.



Trial pack and batch information are also influential factors that cannot be ignored in the product characteristics. As the “first milk for infants”, the trial pack is crucial and will directly interfere with the brand choice of buyers [38]. Since they are not sure whether babies and infants will accept a particular brand, buyers will give preference to a trial pack. In addition, in the process of baby’s transition from breast milk to infant formula or changing formula brands, trial pack plays an important role in preventing waste due to babies’ non-acceptance. Batch information is also becoming an increasingly important influencing factor. The Administrative Measures for Product Formula Registration of Infants Formula stipulated that the management of the formula in China would be changed from an endorsement system to a registration system, and that brands that did not obtain registration would not be allowed to sell in China from 1 January 2018. As the information of formula is increasingly transparent, buyers have begun to pay attention to product information and to the disclosure of substandard infant formula batches on relevant websites.




4.2. Influence of External Environmental Factors on Brand Preference for Infant Formula


External environmental factors are the stimulus factors that influence the brand preference of infant formula, mainly including recommendation from friends and relatives, purchasing convenience, advertisement, recommendation from shopping guides, and professional advice. Previous quantitative studies have tended to examine the significance of the influence of external environmental factors on brand preference, but there has been no in-depth research on the aspect of how the external environment affects the formation of brand preference.



Recommendation from friends and relatives, professional advice, and convenience of purchase have a positive effect on the formation of brand preference. Recommendations from friends and relatives mainly convey information to buyers through word-of-mouth communication. Brand preference is subject to group orientation [39,40]. For infant formula, the degree of adaptation of infants and detailed experience of consumption will greatly increase the acceptance of recommendations from friends and relatives. The recommendations may not only influence the initial brand preferences of buyers, but also influence the brand changes. At the same time, brand preference is shaped by the evaluation and feedback on the formula, either through offline communication or online platforms [41]. Professional advice refers to brand recommendations from health care providers, especially nurses, consultants, or other personnel in hospitals and clinics, who have a significant influence on brand preferences of buyers [42]. Due to the different physical conditions of infants and babies, hospitals will recommend a designated brand of infant formula. Professional advice is offered if the infants and babies become lactose intolerant or allergic after hospitalisation. Buyers will choose the brand advised by doctors, because they have a high degree of trust in professional advice. Convenience of purchase refers to easy access and smooth supply. It is also important to consider whether having easy access to foreign surrogate resources will affect buyers’ brand preferences. Some purchasers do not choose foreign brands because of the long logistics time. At the same time, the convenience of purchase is also reflected in the choice of online and offline channels, e.g., physical stores or offline supermarkets that can provide delivery services.



The role of shopping guides’ recommendations and advertising in forming brand preferences for infant formula is not consistent. As one of the most important tools in marketing, advertisement can play a key role in policies and strategies, such as customer relations, new product introduction, and brand image modification [43]. The brand promotion and advertisement of infant formula, such as using the slogan “suitable to Chinese babies’ physique” and “the golden source of milk”, influences the brand preferences of buyers. However, advertising does not always have a positive effect on the brand preferences of buyers. Many buyers show little trust in advertising messages, believing that overwhelming advertising can affect the authenticity of the product. The shopping guide can quickly convey the information and highlights of the infant formula to the buyer, which has a direct effect on brand preference. Maternal and infant stores and large supermarkets are the main offline providers of infant formula. The shopping guides’ recommendations can further enhance the brand preference of buyers during the sales promotion. However, many buyers do not fully trust shopping guides’ recommendations, as they believe that most of the guides only highlight the advantages and avoid the shortcomings of the products to increase sales and profits.




4.3. Influence of Buyer Factors on Brand Preference for Infant Formula


Buyer factors can be categorized into objective factors and subjective factors. The objective factors refer to family income, consumption level, and feeding experience, while the subjective factors include quality and safety awareness, information concern, consumption habits, and brand trust.



The objective factors influence brand preference. Specifically, buyers will make choices according to their disposable income and consumption situation. Income is the main factor affecting the choice of infant formula brands [44], based on a survey on buyers in Beijing and using the Logit model. Meanwhile, buyers will choose infant formula within the range they can afford according to the price of different brands, the amount consumed by infants and babies, and other factors. Feeding experience in terms of the overall growth and development of the infant influences the buyer’s judgment. Specifically, if the infant positively accepts the formula, and his/her growth and development is satisfactory, the buyer is likely to continue buying the same brand. If the infant shows slow growth or has other adverse reactions to the formula, the buyer will change the brand.



The subjective factors also have great influence on brand preference. Chinese buyers are still sensitive to quality issues, though many years have passed since the melamine scandal. Once a brand has a bad consumption event, it will seriously affect consumers’ brand preferences. We found that most buyers trust the quality and safety of domestic brands, as the government has increased regulation of the infant formula industry. In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic has severely affected buyers’ perception of the quality and safety of foreign brands, and it has raised concerns about the risks involved in the processing or shipping of formula. Since the domestic epidemic is well controlled, buyers have increased trust in the quality and safety of domestic formula brands in terms of milk source and transportation. In terms of information concern, buyers have incomplete access to information about imported brands and domestic brands of infant formula, which affects buyers’ brand preferences. The better the buyers are informed about the product, the more objective and rational their attitude will be [45]. Although more and more buyers are keen to use online platforms to obtain information, such as maternal and infant groups, the WeChat Public Platform, pregnancy and baby apps, short video platforms, etc., there are also some buyers who are not concerned about the information on infant formula because they are busy with work or other things. Different consumption habits are influenced by personal values and emotional assessments [46]. Some buyers are more sensitive to the information and will make a choice based on the information they obtain, while others have a herd mentality and blindly follow the crowd [47]. When it comes to brand trust, buyers will trust a brand because of its fame, good reputation, security, and high recognition of the brand [48]. More than 80% of interviewees said they would trust big brands more. Moreover, buyers with high trust in the brand they buy are likely to recommend the brand to others.




4.4. Influence of User (Infant) Factors on Brand Preference for Infant Formula


The user (infant) factors, including infants’ acceptance of formula, formula intake, age (months), and growth and development, play a key role in forming the brand preference for infant formula [49]. The buyer is not the user of infant formula. The user (babies and infants) factors moderate brand preference in the following two aspects: prepositioning (i.e., pre-purchase) and post-positioning (i.e., post-purchase).



Infants’ age and formula intake are the prepositioning factors. On one hand, the younger the infant, the more cautious the buyers are, and the more likely they are to choose a brand with a high price. As the age of infant increases, complementary food can be gradually added, and infant formula is no longer the only food for babies. Therefore, the perception of quality and safety of buyers will decrease, which may lead to changes in brand preferences [50]. At the same time, as the age of infants increases, buyers may change the brand when the stage of infant formula upgrades. On the other hand, the intake of infant formula consumption can also have an effect. Parents with exclusively formula-fed infants are generally more cautious and more concerned about price, due to the large amount of consumption and the high perceived risk. Conversely, parents mainly breastfeeding their infants with formula as an occasional supplement are relatively less sensitive to price and other information.



Infants’ acceptance of formula, as well as growth and development, are the post-positioning factors. Infant acceptance mainly refers to whether infants drink a certain brand of formula and whether they like it. After the purchase, if the infant does not accept or physically does not adapt, the buyer is forced to change brands. Especially for lactose intolerant babies, moderately hydrolyzed and deeply hydrolyzed infant formula brands will be chosen. If infants can accept it, the probability that the buyer will continue to buy the same brand will be greatly increased. Growth and development mainly refer to whether the baby’s physical condition is up to standard and whether there are other abnormalities in the body. Buyers make their brand choices by observing the growth and development of their babies. If the child is in good health and developing well, the brand preference will be enhanced; on the contrary, if certain brand of infant formula is found to cause tooth decay, overweight, thinness or other abnormalities in the child, the buyer will not continue to choose the same brand.





5. Conclusions


Our study provides a comprehensive and systematic analysis of the factors influencing consumers’ brand preferences for infant formula. We found that product characteristics, external environmental factors, buyer factors, and user (infant) factors have significant effects on brand preference. In other words, brand preference for infant formula is influenced by a constellation of various factors. The specific findings are as follows: (1) Product characteristics, such as whether the price of the product is acceptable, whether the nutritional composition is comprehensive, and whether there is a trial pack, are the direct factors influencing the formation of brand preference for infant formula. (2) The external environment factors are the stimulant factors influencing the brand preference for infant formula, among which recommendation from friends and relatives, purchasing convenience, and professional advice have positive effects on the formation of brand preference, while recommendations from shopping guides and advertisement do not necessarily have positive effects on the formation of brand preference. (3) Product characteristics and external environmental factors can influence consumers’ brand preferences alone, and may influence brand preference through interacting with buyer factors and user (infant) factors. For example, a buyer’s brand preference is shaped by his or her own situation, with reference to the recommendations from friends and relatives due to the comprehensive nutritional composition or high infant acceptance of the brand. (4) User (infant) factors are key factors influencing brand preference for infant formula. Before purchase, the age of infants (months) and the intake amount of infant formula will affect buyers’ brand preferences. After a buyer makes a choice, brand preference is finally formed according to the acceptance, determined by the growth and development of infants. If the infant does not accept the brand chosen by the buyer or if there is physical discomfort, the buyer will switch to another brand. (5) Buyer factors are determinants of brand preference for infant formula. The users of infant formula are infants and babies, who do not have the ability to make purchase decisions. Buyers’ brand preference for infant formula is influenced by user factors, external environmental factors, and product characteristics. In other words, buyers form their final brand preferences based on many factors.




6. Discussion


6.1. Theoretical Contributions


Through in-depth interviews, our study comprehensively explores the influencing factors of consumers’ infant formula brand preference. The theoretical contribution of our study is mainly reflected in three aspects as follows.



First, compared with previous studies, the influencing factors of consumers’ brand preferences for infant formula were summarized in a more in-depth and comprehensive way, and user infant factors were included in the study. Previous studies have pointed out the influence of acceptability and physical development on brand preference, and consumers tend to choose infant formula with better absorption [51]. Infant formula has an important impact on the physical development level of infants, which confirms that the growth and development of users affect the brand preference [52]. However, there is no specific discussion on the formula intake and the age (months), and our study fills that gap. We find that the user (infant) factor is the key factor affecting the brand preference of infant powder mix, including infants’ acceptance of formula, formula intake, age (months), and growth and development.



Second, the logical relationship among the influencing factors was systematically sorted out based on the grounded theory, and the theoretical model of the influencing factors of consumers’ brand preferences for infant formula was developed. Previous studies of brand preference have focused on the pre-purchase stage and ignored the post-purchase behaviour. The use cycle of infant formula is long, and the post-purchase behaviour is more critical for buyers’ re-selection and infant formula manufacturers. If users respond well after purchase and promote the active purchasing behaviour of consumers, brand preference will be enhanced [33]. On the contrary, if buyers do not use it after purchase or users do not feel good after using it, brand preference will decrease, which is crucial for products with a long cycle and high brand loyalty. Our study fully considered user factors and incorporated buyer–user interactions to develop a systematic theoretical framework for the brand preference of infant formula.



Third, the mutual influence effect within the consumer groups of infant formula is obvious, confirming the influence of group effect on brand preference. The purchase of surrounding consumers will significantly affect consumers’ brand preference [53]. This group influence affects not only buyers’ initial brand preferences, but also the brand change. Previous buyers influence current buyers and potential buyers, current buyers influence potential buyers, and current buyers influence each other. Buyers not only communicate with relatives and friends, but are also keen to obtain information from online sources. With maternal and infant groups, the WeChat Public Platform, maternity and infant apps, and short video platforms, sharing information makes the interaction between consumer groups more obvious [54,55].




6.2. Practical Implicationgs


Our findings also have important practical implications. From the macro aspect, our study can provide a theoretical explanation for the development and change of the infant formula industry. It can also provide a theoretical reference for the Chinese government to formulate infant formula regulatory policy. We can learn that the government and relevant departments should strengthen the construction of infant formula quality and safety systems, strengthen the disclosure of infant formula supervision information, and constantly improve consumer quality and safety awareness and brand trust. From the micro aspect, it can also provide decision-making basis for the strategic development and market share of infant formula dispensing enterprises. Infant formula production enterprises can improve the product cost performance, improve the sensory characteristics of the product, enhance the convenience of consumers to buy, and constantly develop new products to meet the needs of infants, so as to expand brand competitiveness.




6.3. Limitations and Future Research


Our study developed a theoretical model of the factors influencing consumer brand preferences from the economic perspective and drew upon the consumer behavior theories. However, consumer behavior is also affected by consumer psychology. Future studies can incorporate psychological and behavioral experiments and other methods for in-depth research to understand the psychological motivations and psychological needs of consumers. As a qualitative research method, the grounded theory still has several shortcomings in reliability and validity. Other empirical studies can be conducted in the future using quantitative methods, such as questionnaires and scale measurements.
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Figure 1. Tree Node Diagram of Factors Influencing Brand Preference for Infant Formula Milk Powder. 






Figure 1. Tree Node Diagram of Factors Influencing Brand Preference for Infant Formula Milk Powder.



[image: Sustainability 14 07600 g001]







[image: Sustainability 14 07600 g002 550] 





Figure 2. Theoretical model of factors influencing consumers’ brand preferences for infant formula. 
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Table 1. Interviewees’ information (N = 60).
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Characteristic

	
Classification

	
Quantity (Persons)

	
Percentage (%)






	
Age

	
Under 25 years old

	
16

	
26.67




	
25–30 years old

	
26

	
43.33




	
Over 30 years old

	
18

	
30.00




	
Education

	
High School and below

	
14

	
23.33




	
Junior college

	
12

	
20.00




	
Undergraduate

	
21

	
35.00




	
Postgraduate

	
13

	
21.67




	
Place of residence

	
Rural area

	
23

	
38.33




	
Urban area

	
37

	
61.67




	
Occupation

	
Civil servants/public institution personnel

	
13

	
21.67




	
Service industry/commercial/sales personnel

	
19

	
31.67




	
Technician/worker

	
21

	
35.00




	
Freelance/stay-at-home mom/other

	
7

	
11.67




	
Type of interviewees

	
Potential buyer

	
5

	
8.33




	
Current buyer

	
b49

	
81.67




	
Past buyer

	
6

	
10.00








Source: primary data of the current study.
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Table 2. Free node coding and examples of interview text.
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	Free Node
	Examples of Interview Text





	Recommendation from friends and relatives
	A3 The children of friends of relatives have drunk this brand of infant formula for quite a long time, the price is acceptable, and the quality is trusted.

A55 Which brand of infant formula is used by people around me affects my final choice



	Trial pack
	A12 I am not sure if the infant formula is suitable for my child, so I will go to stock up on small cans for trial.

A29 A free can of infant formula can be obtained when the brand is on promotion.



	Family income and consumption level
	A14 Within my consumption level, I will give priority to brands with better prices.

A38 I will choose the best series from different brands and the brands within the range I can afford.



	Advertising
	A4 Now brand advertising is done very well, and brand building and social image are sound.

A52 Many infant formula brands are advertising. I think the advertising is not reliable, every brand will promote its products as good.



	Recommendation from shopping guide
	A19 Guides account for a large part, because guides can quickly pass on some information I don’t know.

A56 The guides only introduce advantages of the product to achieve the purpose of sales, and never inform the shortcomings of the product.



	Convenience of purchase
	A17 A friend of mine has settled down in Australia and can help with the purchase.

A39 A supermarket near my home provides the “Speedy Delivery” service, so it is very convenient to buy.



	Age of infant (months)
	A1 I pay more attention to the early stage of 0–3 months and 0–6 months, so I will be more careful in choosing the brand of infant formula.

A16 My child is now drinking the second-stage infant formula. It is fine to change the brand, since the adaptation stage will not be too long.



	Acceptance of formula by infants
	A4 My kid feels good after drinking it, and reacts well.

A18 In the past, my child did not like the brand he drank at the beginning and often wasted it, and then I changed it to another brand.



	Growth and development of infants
	A11 After drinking this brand of infant formula, my son is easy to cause tooth decay and is more likely to get sick than before.

A32 After drinking this brand of infant formula, my child has been in good health, and his height and weight are normal.



	Intake amount of infant formula
	A14 My baby drinks infant formula very fast, and the use amount is relatively large, so we choose a cost-effective brand.

A22 My child doesn’t drink much. Only a little infant formula will be fine, so my choice is relatively random.



	Quality and safety awareness
	A10 After the “Melamine scandal”, the country requires more strictly for infant formula, so domestic infant formula brands are safer.

A35 At present, the COVID-19 situation abroad is serious, while the domestic epidemic control is relatively good, so the domestic milk source is more assured.



	Information attention
	A13 The information is mainly received through mothers groups, WeChat Public Platform, short video platforms, etc., and lots of information is received.

A33 Before buying, I will have a general understanding, but I will not pay too much attention to a lot of specific information.



	Feeding experience
	A22 I’ve had the experience of raising my first child, so I use the same brand for my second child.

A48 My first child used to drink imported brands, but he was always thin, I thought it might not be suitable for my children. So I changed to domestic brands for my second child.



	Consumption habits
	A7 I was doing a lot of work to compare various information.

A34 Due to my busy work, I have no time to study the brand carefully, so I choose the brand according to the trend.



	Brand trust
	A1 Big brands will be my first choice, because they are safer and more secure in all aspects.

A6 The infant formula is drunk by the baby, so I will choose a brand with better reputation and higher recognition.



	Nutritional composition and formulation
	A8 I would pay attention to whether it contains sugar, and also compare the content of various vitamins.

A45 The first choice is domestic brands, whose nutritional ingredients and formulations are more suitable for Chinese babies.



	Production batch information
	A11 I will pay attention to the batch number and production date of the infant formula.

A15 I will pay attention to the registration number of the infant formula.



	Taste
	A17 If the infant formula that my child drinks tastes too sweet, I’ll worry about that my child may be not interested in breast milk or does not like the complementary food.

A26 After I bought it back, I found that this brand of infant formula had a very heavy smell, and my child did not like it, so I changed to other brands.



	Price
	A25 Depending on the price and cost performance, I will not consider buying which is too high.

A36 Expensive brands make me feel at ease. You get what you pay for.



	Powder state
	A11 Checkl the state of the powder by hand touch.

A59 The infant formula is quite different when touched, and some brands are more delicate.



	Place of origin
	A10 Australian milk source is better for the sunny pastures and pollution-free.

A47 Heilongjiang is in the prime milk supply zone, which is more reassuring.



	Professional advice
	A20 My child was lactose intolerant and then the professional recommended the brand.

A51 The brand was recommended by the doctor when my child was sick and hospitalized.







Source: organization of data.
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