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As globalization increases, more international brands are entering China. China
has rich cultural deposits and a complex consumption structure. China is a market of
opportunities and challenges for international fast-food brands growing globally in a
uniform manner. fast-food the article analyzes KFC's localization path in China by
standardization and localization strategy theory, meaning transfer theory for product
development, advertising communication, store management, and digital marketing. The
study compares McDonald's strategy in China to understand how different brand localization
depth influences its market performance. Results show that KFC has built a strong local
brand identity through flexible localization decision-making, cultural context
communication strategy, and deep integration with the Chinese digital platform. This paper
also mentions the possible problems, such as the weakened global brand image, the
increasing cost control, and the difficulty in replicating local experience. Combining theory
and practice, this paper aims to provide a reference for international brands in culturally
heterogeneous markets such as China.

localization strategy, KFC, McDonald's, cultural adaptation, consumer behavior.

With globalization expanding faster, multinational companies must balance global standardization
and local responsiveness. Standardization emphasizes global branding and central control, allowing
economies of scale and consistent brand recognition, but it often fails to consider cultural, linguistic,
and behavioral differences between markets. In culturally diverse and historically rooted markets
such as China, a one-size-fits-all approach often fails to resonate with local consumers [1,2].

China is a unique consumer world, not only the largest country in the world but also the market
where tradition, collectivism, regional cuisines, digital hyperconnectivity, and rapid urbanization
combine to create highly fragmented tastes and expectations varying by age, geography, and culture.
International brands entering China must adapt to their business environment and create new
narratives, images, and meanings culturally fitting for China.

KFC, one of the first Western fast-food brands to enter China, has shown impressive localization
properties for over 30 years and has become a typical example of cultural adaptation of international
brands [3]. KFC was introduced into China in 1987 and marked the start of a long-term and
intensive localization journey. From an “exotic American fried chicken shop” to an “everyday dining
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companion for Chinese families,” KFC has changed dramatically. It has innovated products,
communicated with the local community, and implemented local human resource practices and
digital platforms. By 2023, KFC had more than 9,000 stores in China, far outpacing McDonald’s
[4]. This suggests foreign brands in China may not be consistent globally but have localized
emotional and cultural connections.

Theoretically, meaning transfer theory can be studied in terms of cultural references, media, and
social interaction. Meaning transfer theory suggests brands can become local by using culturally
relevant meanings of known symbols (e.g., festivals, celebrities) for commercial goods. KFC has
been known to transfer meanings of well-known symbols (e.g., festivals, celebrities) to commercial
goods [5,6].

Furthermore, KFC’s concept of “glocalization,” based on globalization + localization, helps
interpret KFC’s strategy. Glocalization is not only a cosmetic change but also a structural and
symbolic integration. KFC’s Chinese operations, managed by Yum China, can operate independently
in product R&D, advertising, supply chain, and digital transformation and react rapidly to changing
tastes, dietary preferences, and technological adoption trends characteristic of China’s fast-changing
market [7].

This paper not only helps understand the localization process of international fast-food brands in
China but also provides a framework for cultural brand construction under globalization. This study
combines theoretical models of meaning transfer, glocalization, and symbolic interactionism with
real business examples, providing both academic and managerial insight into cross-cultural brand
construction.

2. KFC’s localization strategy in China
2.1. Product and menu localization

One of the most striking aspects of KFC’s localization in China is its aggressive and culturally tuned
product innovation. Unlike Western menus, KFC China has a dynamic portfolio of American fast-
food and traditional Chinese dishes. Breakfast includes preserved egg and pork congee, youtiao
(fried dough sticks), soy milk, and spicy rice rolls-items preferred by Chinese people in the morning
[8]. Lunch and dinner include rice sets with Sichuan-flavored chicken, old Beijing-style wraps,
spicy duck necks, and seasonal dishes like zongzi during the Dragon Boat Festival.

This fast product development is based on regional tastes. KFC’s R&D team in China, unlike the
product labs in the US, can develop region-specific products. For example, in Sichuan and
Chongqing, spicy and numbing flavors dominate, mala chicken dishes are added to this list, and in
coastal cities such as Shanghai, seafood dishes are more frequent. With over 50 seasonal products
per year, KFC keeps refreshing its image and satisfying consumer curiosity and diversity [4].

In addition, these food choices reflect a cultural shift. Chinese consumers still value warmth,
communal eating, and traditional meal structure (i.e., rice + meat + soup). KFC’s “Chinese
dinnerization” is more than a menu change; it is a cultural position based on emotional belonging,
family values, and ritual continuity. KFC is therefore a modern bridge between Western convenience
and Eastern tradition.

2.2. Advertising and cultural adaptation

KFC localization is also very important for its culturally relevant marketing campaigns. KFC has
been particularly interested in symbolic representations using colors, stories, and triggers familiar to
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Chinese consumers. For the Chinese New Year, KFC replaces red-and-white packaging with red
lanterns, plum blossoms, and calligraphic blessings [5]. Campaign slogans change from functional
messages (crispy, juicy, tender) to emotional messages like “Family reunion starts here.”

Celebrity endorsement transfers meaning from public figures to products [9]. Jay Chou partnered
with Mandopop star Jay Chou for themed meals, limited-edition collectibles, and music video ads.
These are not promotional activities; they are cultural co-creation: the audience consumes food and
identity [7].

KFC is a social media company focusing on interactive storytelling using social media platforms
like Weibo, Douyin, and Bilibili to produce web dramas, mini-documentaries, co-branded virtual
experiences, and co-branded experiences [10]. Push-based marketing is becoming a participatory
culture due to the growing demand from young consumers for agencies, engagement, and
entertainment.

In contrast to Western ads promoting convenience or nutrition, KFC’s Chinese ads emphasize
warmth, togetherness, and nationality. This message is particularly attractive during festivals, family
reunions, and graduations, when food is a way to express emotions.

KFC is highly localized both in product and governance. McDonald’s operates globally with big
top-down control, but KFC is managed by Yum China (which is relatively autonomous locally), so
KFC can make quick decisions without long approval loops from its American headquarters [4].

KFC stores in cities: where the store is located, smart kiosks, kitchens, and app-based queue
management. The city where KFC stores are located has smart kiosks, Kitch systems team, and app
management. The store is a good brand aimed at young professionals. Cities in Tiers 3 and 4 have
simplified formats and culturally embedded design. Some rural stores even feature local
architecture, such as wooden beams or red [1].

KFC’s hiring and HR also emphasize cultural immersion. Local stores may run community-
specific campaigns such as “back-to-school” promotions, minority festival events, or school job
fairs. Local speakers and students are promoted to ensure language fluency and social affinity. Staft
training includes not only operational skills but also emotional intelligence, consumer psychology,
and Chinese service warmth.

Organizationally, Yum China promotes “Think Local, Act Local.” Regional teams can innovate
without fear of punishment and practice trial-and-error thinking to adapt to the changing tastes of
consumers. This flexibility is similar to Pang's principle: localization should be deep, culturally
based, and continuous, not superficial and reactive.

The result is a hybrid corporate identity, Western in branding, and deeply Chinese in daily
operations, personnel, and strategy.

China’s digital environment is different from the Western model, with platforms like WeChat,
Alipay, Douyin (the Chinese version of TikTok), and Meituan linking commerce, entertainment, and
social interaction. KFC has joined this network by not only being digitally active but also by
reorienting its customer engagement strategy around platform-native logic [6].

KFC’s app is not a transaction tool but a loyalty engine, gaming platform, and brand community
hub. Customers can participate in gamified promotions, “chicken coins,” unlock collectible badges,
and send red packets to friends during holidays.
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During COVID-19, KFC responded with Safe Delivery and Safe Ordering campaigns, WeChat
Mini Programs, location-based hygiene tracking, and daily sanitation reports of delivery crews and
stores [3].

KFC is also leading co-branded digital innovation. For instance, in Honor of Kings (a popular
mobile game), KFC developed an AR bucket unlocking in-game content when scanning. In 2023,
KFC developed a virtual idol campaign with holographic mascots and Al songs. These are not just
gimmicks; they reflect the view that digital localization involves cultural immersion, not channel
adaptation.

A bit more generally, KFC’s digital strategy suggests that localization in China has to include
infrastructure compatibility, cultural fluency, and story continuity. KFC “advertises online” but lives
in China’s mobile-first, app-based, and community-driven digital culture.

KFC and McDonald’s, the two main fast-food chains in China, differ in their approach to
localization. Both chains introduced Chinese food and changed their marketing strategy, but KFC
has gone far beyond integrating itself into local culture, operations, and the digital environment.

From a product point of view, McDonald’s tried to localize its menu, such as with soy milk,
congee, rice burgers, and soy milk. These are usually short-lived and play a little role. McDonald’s
keeps its main product line Big Macs, fries, and McNuggets in focus [5]. KFC has opted for local
products, such as spicy chicken rice boxes or breakfast youtiao. These are not seasonal experiments
but are the base of KFC’s Chinese menu, suggesting more willingness to change the brand around
local consumption.

Brand tone and visual language also differ. McDonald’s still emphasizes its global identity
through color, slogan, and design, and celebrity endorsements often feature global icons or health
and affordability. KFC rebrands Colonel Sanders into a friendlier local figure (sometimes
represented in cartoons, Chinese New Year celebrations, or holding a red envelope). This represents
a meaning transfer from outsider to insider [2].

Another difference is flexibility. McDonald’s China operations are more controlled by the
headquarters of McDonald’s, and product decisions and direction are often dictated by the
headquarters of McDonald’s, leading to slower market reaction and less variation. KFC’s Yum China
structure allows more flexibility to regional teams, allowing experimentation, fast product cycles,
and city-specific marketing. That allows KFC to launch co-branded meals, festival-themed
merchandise, or digital gamification campaigns in weeks [1].

Consumers also see brands differently. For most urban youths in China, McDonald’s is efficient,
with no surprise option—functional and safe, but emotionally distant. KFC is familiar, culturally
aware, “domesticated”, more active on social media, more aware of current trends, and more meme
centric [6]. KFC is often perceived as a Chinese version of the Western brand, and McDonald’s is
Western.

Even McDonald’s is a little different; live streams and short videos are available, and virtual idols
and Augmented Reality (AR) games are available. McDonald’s is more interested in functionality:
loyalty programs, coupons, and delivery. A simple transaction is good for driving transactions but
lacks the empathetic slant KFC uses for brand stickiness.

The theoretical result is that KFC does not only “deep localization” with surface adjustment but
also symbolic integration and operational decentralization. McDonald’s does “functional
localization” with global brand coherence. Both work but result in different consumer relationships
and cultural footprints.
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In summary, KFC localization builds cultural intimacy, while McDonald’s global consistency.
The priority is emotional integration; the second priority is uniformity. These differences reflect
larger decisions on how global brands interact with local identity in emerging markets.

4. Challenges and limitations of KFC’s localization

Although KFC has been successful, the aggressive localization strategy in China has risks and
structural limitations. KFC remains rooted in Chinese culture and consumer life. Some tensions have
emerged.

4.1. Brand dilution and identity fragmentation

One of the major concerns for deep localization is that it could weaken the global brand identity. As
KFC increasingly adopts Chinese visuals, traditional flavors, and nationalistic messages, it could
lose the symbolic value it once had called “American fast-food.” This may increase local affinity,
but it could also weaken its global image and weaken its ability to scale similar strategies in other
markets [2].

Brand fragmentation occurs in China. To cater to different regional preferences, KFC has created
inconsistent consumer experiences across provinces. For instance, Kunming's menu and store
environment may differ from Beijing's or Guangzhou's. Compared with Beijing or Guangzhou, this
hyper-localization provides relevance but complicates quality control and weakens the brand
persona that global chains strive for [1].

4.2. Rising operational costs and innovation pressure

KFC’s product updates, regional adaptation, and cross-platform promotion model are expensive. 50
new items are created per year, many suppliers are maintained, staff are trained in different regions,
and influencers or entertainment IPs are engaged. Unlike standard chains, KFC has to maintain the
cost of a continuous innovation cycle [8].

This model also introduces internal stress. Marketing and R&D are pressured to constantly
produce “newness” without having time to assess long-term effectiveness. Failure to meet
expectations can lead to disastrous reactions on Chinese social media, where negative reviews
spread. Experiments are necessary and risky in such a turbulent environment.

4.3. Cultural overreach and authenticity dilemma

KFC is trying to reach Chinese consumers emotionally. Excessive Chinese characters such as
dragons, folk costumes, and Confucian quotes can be seen as kitschy or opportunistic, and critics
argue that such superficial cultural borrowings make tradition a profit rather than a pity [7].

This is especially important for the younger generation (Gen Z), who value authenticity and
brand honesty over spectacle. Brands trying to woo culture without understanding risks a backlash.
For example, a poorly translated ancient poem campaign was mocked online, and users accused the
brand of cultural cosplay. These incidents show how cultural mistakes can damage trust even if
intentions are respectful.
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KFC’s China experience is a paradigm shift in how international brand’s view localization not only
as a tactical market adjustment but also as symbolic and strategic. It also serves as a reassurance for
other companies trying to adapt to the changing culture.

Traditional localization emphasizes changes in the menu (speaker changes, translation, local
suppliers), but KFC shows that this is not enough. Successful localization requires construction of
cultural context: taking part in the host country’s symbolic universe (family, tradition), behavior
(community dining), and communication styles (emotional resonance).

Brands need to change from “fitting in” to “building meaning.” Related enterprises need stories
that resonate with national identity; people from the local area use them not only for appearance but
also for storylines and products in cultural rituals [2]. KFC Lunar New Year campaign drives sales
and helps the brand participate in national celebrations quasi-culturally.

Localization allows local affinity but weakens global brand coherence. International companies
must decide: Should they change brand personality across markets, or should they develop a global
identity flexible enough to adapt without fragmenting.

KFC asserts that the “core-periphery” model is family-friendly, convenient, and trusting; adaptive
layers are local food, stories, and digital interaction. Emotional relevance and Strategic cohesion are
possible. Starbucks used mooncakes and tea drinks in China while maintaining Western café culture
and brand tone [6].

The decentralized model of KFC allows quick iteration, region-specific campaigns, and cross-
functional innovation. Other brands can also benefit by giving local managers choice rights,
budgets, and space for experimentation.

KFC’s experience also warns against over-localization or misuse of symbolic materials. Global
brands must approach cultural engagement ethically and dialogically. Tokenism or stereotypes, no
matter how good they are, can backfire.

Localization should not be about “acting local” but about “listening local”. It should be about
humility, curiosity, and willingness to co-create meaning with local communities. Brand growth
should be about dialogue, not dominance.

KFC's localization strategy in China shows how an international brand can change itself from a
foreign fast-food provider to a culturally embedded symbol in a non-Western society. From deeply
adapting the menu to emotionally resonant advertising, a decentralized model, and integration into
China's unique digital environment, KFC has changed the game plan for global brand adaptation.
Localization is not a reactive marketing strategy but a proactive, strategic, and symbolic process.

The case illustrates that in complex markets like China, where consumers are dynamic and
tradition coexists with modernity, localization must shift beyond surface changes to a dialogue
between brand and culture, between corporate goals and national stories. KFC campaigns do not
focus on fried chicken sales but on family rituals, social trends, and everyday Chinese life.

While KFC's journey illustrates the potential tensions of deep localization, too much adaptation
to regional markets can lead to brand fragmentation, higher costs, and difficulty maintaining global
consistency. Gen Z consumers demand more authenticity and cultural awareness. Localization
efforts must be guided by strategic goals and ethical and cultural awareness.

KFC is more standard than McDonald’s, but both represent different meanings of globalization:
KFC tries symbolic and emotional immersion, while McDonald’s tries consistency. Choices depend
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on brand, organization, and target market.

For international brands seeking to enter or expand into culturally rich and digitally advanced
markets such as Asia Pacific and Africa, KFC teaches several lessons to international brands looking
to enter or expand in culturally rich and digitally advanced markets: First, brands must view
localization as cultural construction and not just business adjustment; second, brands should
empower local teams to innovate and engage in context-specific stories; third, brands should embed
themselves in local digital behaviors (not just platforms); and last, brands should treat cultural
differences not as challenges but as opportunities. KFC is an opportunity to build trust, relevance,
and resilience.

Brands are growing up in a world where culture is fragmented and technology is changing;
listening, adapting, and co-creating meaning. KFC is adapting to China but also adapting with it.
This reminds us that cultural fluency is no longer a competitive advantage but a requirement of
international marketing.

While KFC's journey points out the potential tensions of deep localization, too much adaptation
to regional markets can lead to brand fragmentation, rising costs, and difficulty maintaining global
consistency. Moreover, Gen Z consumers demand more authenticity and cultural awareness.
Localization efforts must be guided not only by strategic goals but also by ethical and cultural
awareness.

KFC’s approach is more standard than McDonald’s, but both have different meanings of
globalization: KFC tries symbolic and emotional immersion, while McDonald’s tries consistency.
Choices depend on brand values, organization, and target market.

For international brands looking to enter or expand in culturally rich and digitally advanced
markets, KFC teaches several lessons: first, brands must view localization as a cultural construction
and not just business adjustment; second, they should empower local teams to innovate and engage
in context-specific stories; third, they should embed themselves in local digital behaviors-not just
platforms; and finally, they should treat cultural differences not as challenges but as opportunities to
build trust, relevance, and resilience.

References

[1] Liu, M. (2024) Analysis of KFC’s and McDonald’s strategies based on game theory. Proceedings of the 2024
International Conference on Business and Economic Studies (ICBES) 112-118.

[2] Gu, Q. (2024) Analysis of KFC’s localized marketing strategy in China. Frontiers in Humanities and Social
Sciences 4(6), 340-345.

[3] Lai, Z. (2023) Analysis on KFC’s business model in China. Asia-Pacific Journal of Marketing and Logistics 35(2),
189-198.

[4] Dong, W. (2023) Exploring the localization strategies of the international brand KFC in the Chinese market through
advertising. International Journal of Business Communication Research 7(2), 128—134.

[5] Li, S. (2024) KFC’s development strategy in China. Proceedings of the 2nd International Conference on
Management Research and Economic Development 70-75.

[6] Li, Y. (2023) Celebrity endorsement in KFC China from the perspective of meaning transfer theory. Master’s
Thesis, Shanghai International Studies University.

[7] Pang, W. (2023) Localization strategies of multinational corporations: A case study of KFC. International Brand
Observation (15), 34-43.

[8] Wang, Y. (2023) Localization of McDonald’s and KFC in China. BCP Business & Management 38, 1457-1461.

[9] Xu, J. (2023) Localization strategy in fast-food competition. Chapter 12: Constructing the Consumer in the Digital
Culture: American Brands and China's Generation Z 201-220.

[10] Zhao, X. (2023) Localization of retail multinational companies’ e-commerce marketing strategies in China.
Shenghuazizhu Academy, Shanghai.

233



