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Product Pleasure: A Tale of Two Cultures
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ABSTRACT: In today's highly competitive global economy, products that that elicit pleasure are seen as
important by retailers and manufacturers; they are also appreciated by consumers. However, knowing what
aspects of products elicit pleasure in people of different cultures is poorly understood.

This study explores product pleasure with respect to two cultures: the culture of Mainland China and the
culture of Hong Kong. It employs Jordan's pleasure framework to do this, a framework that divides pleasures
into four conceptually distinct types: physio-pleasure (physical pleasure), socio-pleasure (social pleasure),
psycho-pleasure (psychological pleasure) and ideo-pleasure (ideological pleasure).

The study finds significant differences in the levels of socio-pleasure, psycho-pleasure and ideo-pleasure
pleasure elicited in participants from Mainland China and Hong Kong when they examine the same product. It
reveals differences both in the levels of pleasure evoked with respect to shape and in what each cultural group
considers aspirational.
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I. Introduction

Over the last twenty-five years, manufacturers have become increasingly interested in creating products that
elicit pleasure. Arguably, this has occurred principally for three reasons. First, high quality manufacturing is
now ubiquitous and cheap; consequently, the opportunities to make competitive gains through traditional routes,
such as improving quality and lowering price, have eroded. Second, consumers have started to demand more
from the things they buy. Ironically, this has come about due to improvements in manufacturing increasing
choice [1]. Consumers now want products to enhance their lives and evoke delight. In effect, they want products
that address their suprafrunctional needs [2]. Third, companies are starting to understand that product pleasure
can be used as a strategic tool to create stronger emotional ties with customers and increase profits [3-5].
However, while manufacturers are becoming ever more interested in producing products that elicit pleasure,
there is limited understanding by designers as to how to achieve this and as to whether different aspects of
products elicit dissimilar amounts of delight in different populations [1].

In Hong Kong, the need to understand what people from Mainland China find pleasurable with respect to
products is becoming more and more important. Tourism is one of the 'four pillar industries' in Hong Kong [6]
and the number of Mainland Chinese visitors is on the rise. In 2014 nearly 80% of all visitors to the city were
from Mainland China. This figure equated to 47.5 million people, six and a half times the population of Hong
Kong itself. Many of these visitors came to Hong Kong solely to shop. In fact, in 2014, 95% of all money spent
in Hong Kong by same-day in-town visitors was spent by Mainland Chinese visitors [7].

1.1 Hong Kong and its people
Hong Kong is a territory that lies on the southern coast of the People's Republic of China; 93.6% of its
population is ethnic Chinese [8]. However, while most residents can trace their ancestral roots back to China, it
was a British Crown Colony between 1842 and 1997. This period of history has left a mark on the people of
Hong Kong. For example, they largely follow the British education system, drive on the left, use English
common law and speak English (as well as Chinese); indeed, English is an official language in Hong Kong [9].
Politically, Hong Kong is a Special Administrative Region of the People's Republic of China with a high
level of autonomy; it follows the "one country, two systems" principle formulated by Deng Xiaoping [10]. This
level of independence enables the people of Hong Kong to have more opportunities to communicate and
exchange ideas with non-Chinese people than people who live in Mainland China. For example, the government
of Hong Kong, unlike the government of Mainland China, does not restrict access to websites such as Google,
Facebook and YouTube. It also offers visa-free (visa-exempt) entry to nationals of about 170 countries whereas
the government of Mainland China offers it to nationals of three [11, 12].
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These and others factors, such as different writing systems and rights to worship, have shaped the people of
Hong Kong differently to those who live in Mainland China. And have led to the people of Hong Kong having
different needs, values, interests, role-models and beliefs to their fellow compatriots in Mainland China [13].

1.2 Pleasure and concerns

Pleasure is intangible; it also seems to behave erratically. For example, the same product can elicit pleasure in
one person but not another; and can elicit pleasure one moment but not the next. Because of this, many
designers believe that influencing pleasure through design is impossible [14, 15]. However, despite pleasure's
peculiarities, a growing number of researchers believe that it is not as intangible as many designers think [14,
16]. Instead, they assert that designers can develop products to elicit pleasure as the conditions that underlie and
trigger it are universal.

One such researcher is Desmet. He argues that pleasure (and other emotions) are not elicited by a product as
such, but by a match or disparity of an appraised concern [15]. Thus if a woman is concerned about looking
stylish, she will assess a product, such as a coat, with respect to this: she will feel pleasure when wearing a coat
she considers stylish and displeasure when wearing a coat she considers unstylish. If the same woman also has a
concern for animal welfare, she will feel mixed emotions when wearing a coat that is stylish and made of fur.

Some concerns, such as the concern for subsistence, are universal and based on fundamental human needs
[17]. However, most are not. Instead, they are based on beliefs, attitudes and values that are shaped by culture
[18-20]. Hekkert and Leder assert that this does mean that pan-cultural principles do not exist, but that such
principles do not always lead to universal agreement [21]. For example, all cultures appreciate novelty and
typicality but they differ greatly in what they consider novel and typical. Similarly, all cultures appreciate
usability; but they disagree as to which components (efficiency, satisfaction and effectiveness etc) are the most
important [22].

1.3 Jordan's pleasure framework

In a book about designing pleasurable products, Jordan offers a framework for designers to organise their
thoughts about product pleasure [23]. The framework draws on the work of Tiger and describes four distinct
types of pleasure that a product can elicit [24]. These pleasures are physio-pleasure, socio-pleasure, psycho-
pleasure and ideo-pleasure.

Physio-pleasure pertains to pleasures that derived from the body and its sensory organs. It includes pleasures
involving touch, sound and smell and those related to sensual experiences, such as taking a warm bath after a
long run. Socio-pleasure relates to relationships. It includes pleasures derived from having friends and loved
ones and those experienced from status, glamour and belonging to a desired social group. Psycho-pleasure is do
with cognitive and emotional reactions. It relates the enjoyment of stress relief, stimulation, usability and
achievement; doing a difficult task well is likely to elicit psycho-pleasure. ldeo-pleasure is related to principles,
tastes and aspirations. With respect to products, it includes the values that a product stands for; a recycled
product is likely to elicit ideo-pleasure in someone who is concerned about green issues.

A number of researchers have studied product pleasure using Jordan's framework. Manoiu et al. [25] used it
to understand pleasures elicited by products in the anthropic environment of Lisbon; and Achiche et al. [26]
used it to explore semantic descriptors used by designers and retailers with respect to pleasures evoked by
product features. In addition, Porter et al. [27] used the framework to analyse what aspects of people's
possessions elicited pleasure with respect to age and gender. Porter et al.'s study later led to the creation of a
‘pleasure resource' called RealPeople in which data about people's attitudes towards their possessions were
collected and classified using Jordan's framework [28].

It should be noted that a number of researchers have developed similar frameworks to Jordan's. Helander and
Khalid [29] offer a framework that has five types of pleasure: physical pleasure, sociopleasure, psychological
pleasure, reflective pleasure and normative pleasure. And Hassenzahl [30] offers a framework that has three
types of pleasure: those which stimulate, those which communicate identity and those which evoke valued
memories. However, arguably, these frameworks contain no more or less pleasures than Jordan's framework,
they just divide them differently. In fact, Lucero et al. [31], who offer a framework that consists of 22 types of
pleasure, map their pleasures onto Jordan's four pleasures.

1.4 The aim

The aim of this study was to explore product pleasure with respect people from Mainland China and Hong
Kong. In particular, it aimed to identify whether different amounts of physio-pleasure, socio-pleasure, psycho-
pleasure and ideo-pleasure were elicited by people from Mainland China and Hong Kong when examining the
same product. It was hoped that this information will be of use to retailers and product designers and contribute
to a better understanding of product pleasure with respect to culture.
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Il. Method
2.1 Participants
Ninety students of the Hong Kong Polytechnic University volunteered for the experiment. Half of them were
from Mainland China and half of them were from Hong Kong. None had lived more than a year in the other's
territory. Of the Mainland Chinese students, 23 were male and 22 were female. Of the Hong Kong students, 20
were male and 25 were female. All were aged between 19 and 30 years old (M=22.06, SD=2.38 years).

2.2 Experiment design

The experiment used a one-factor-at-two-levels between-subjects design. The factor was culture and the two
levels were: Mainland Chinese and Hong Kong Chinese. The dependent variable was pleasure; it had four
factors: physio-pleasure, socio-pleasure, psycho-pleasure, and ideo-pleasure.

2.3 Materials

The experiment employed the use of a questionnaire and a cup and saucer. A cup and saucer was used as it is an
everyday object found in both cultures; it therefore did not need any introduction nor did it need any particular
skills for the students to interact with (see Fig. 1).

The questionnaire comprised 16 statements, written in Chinese, about the cup and saucer to which
participants were asked to indicate their agreement using a seven-point Likert scale (see Appendix). Four of the
statements were on physio-pleasure, four were on socio-pleasure, four were on pyscho-pleasure and four were
on ideo-pleasure.

Figurel: The cup and saucer used in the experiment

2.4 Procedure

The experiment took place at the Hong Kong Polytechnic University. All participants were allowed to handle
and examine the cup and saucer for as much time as they wanted. For practical reasons, they were not given the
opportunity to drink from it. The participants completed the questionnaire one at a time and were asked not to
discuss their answers with anyone. Each participant took less than ten minutes to complete the questionnaire and
to fill out a form that collected his/her demographic details.

I11. Results
A one-way ANOVA was carried out to evaluate the effect of pleasure elicited in terms of differences in mean
scores and Scheffé post-hoc comparison was used to test for differences between the various levels of pleasure
elicited. All data undergoing analysis of variance (ANOVA) were tested for the assumption of sphericity. The
Levine test was used to test the assumption of homogeneity of variance. For all statistical tests an alpha level of
0.05 was used.

Physio-pleasure
The results showed that the cup and saucer elicited similar amounts of physio-pleasure from the participants
from Hong Kong and Mainland China (M=4.13, SD=.55 and M=4.29, SD=.68 respectively). That is to say, no
significant difference was found between the two participant groups with respect to physio-pleasure, F (1, 88)
=1.43, p=.235. The mean and standard deviation for the ratings for physio-pleasure are given in Table 1.
While, overall, no significant difference was found between amounts of physio-pleasure elicted by the cup
and saucer from the participants from Mainland China and Hong Kong, differences were found when the data
were analysed in more detail. For example, while 62% of the participants from Mainland China liked the shape
of the cup and saucer, only 4% of the participants from Hong Kong did.
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Independent variable Effects M SD F value p

Physio-pleasure Mainland China 4.29 .68 1.43 235
Hong Kong 413 .55

Socio-pleasure Mainland China 4.02 49 6.42 .013
Hong Kong 3.76 54

Psycho-pleasure Mainland China 4.39 45 7.60 .007
Hong Kong 413 43

Ideo-pleasure Mainland China 4.18 49 5.02 .028
Hong Kong 3.97 40

Table 1. Summary of results for the dependent variables

Socio-pleasure
The results showed that the cup and saucer elicited more socio-pleasure from the participants from Mainland
China (M=4.02, SD=.45) than the participants from Hong Kong (M=3.76, SD=.54). The post-hoc comparison
revealed that this difference was significant, F (1, 88) =6.46, p=.013.

Further analysis revealed that a greater percentage of participants from Mainland China (60%) thought that
the cup and saucer exhibited good taste than participants from Hong Kong (4%).

Psycho-pleasure
With regard to psycho-pleasure, the results showed that the cup and saucer elicited more of it from the
participants from Mainland China (M=4.39, SD=.45) than the participants from Hong Kong (M=4.13, SD=.43).
The post-hoc comparison revealed that there was a significant difference between the means per participant of
the two cultural groups, F (1, 88) =7.60, p=.007.

Looking in more detail, differences could be found with respect to the amount of pleasure elicited by the
build quality of the cup and saucer: the majority of the participants from Mainland China liked it (78%) while
the majority of participants from Hong Kong did not (71%).

Ideo-pleasure

The participants from Mainland China (M=4.18, SD=.49) felt that the cup and saucer elicited a greater amount
of ideo-pleasure than the participants from Hong Kong (M=3.98, SD=.40). Multiple comparisons with the
Scheffé test showed that there was a significant difference between the means per participant of the two cultural
groups, F (1, 88) =5.02, p=.028.

More detailed analysis revealed that there were differences between participants from Mainland China and
Hong Kong with respect to the values that they felt the cup and saucer had. Around half of the participants from
Mainland China felt that the cup and saucer embodied aspirational values (49%) whereas most of the
participants from Hong Kong (80%) did not.

IVV. Conclusion
This study used Jordan's four pleasures framework [23] to investigate the relationship between culture and
product pleasure with respect to people from Mainland China and Hong Kong. It used a questionnaire to gather
data on the levels of pleasure elicited when handling and inspecting a cup and saucer.

The results revealed that, overall, the cup and saucer elicited greater levels of pleasure in participants from
Mainland China than Hong Kong. Indeed, the only pleasure that was not elicited at a greater level by the
participants from Mainland China was physio-pleasure. Statistically, this was elicited at a similar level in both
participant groups.

It was clear from the results that different shape preferences and aspirational values existed between the two
cultures. The majority of the participants from Mainland China indicated that they liked the shape of the cup and
saucer and found the them aspirational. This was unlike the participants from Hong Kong who predominantly
either disliked or felt indifferent about the shape of the cup and saucer and did not feel the product was
something they aspired to. With respect to retailers in Hong Kong, these results suggest that, in some cases, it
may be prudent to stock different versions of the same product if they wish to sell to locals and people from
Mainland China. The study offers a valuable contribution to the field of product pleasure and culture. That said,
caution should be exercised when generalising its findings. First, it involved the assessment of one product only.
Second, Mainland China is, in reality, a territory of many cultures. Clearly, further research is needed with
different products and Chinese populations to gain a better understanding of product pleasure within the
People's Republic of China. The study does, nonetheless, call attention to the importance for retailers and
designers to have a good understanding of the culture(s) to which their products are to be sold. Indeed, the study
reveals that some aspects of products that elicit pleasure in one culture elicit displeasure in another.
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Appendix

The following is the list of 16 statements, translated from Chinese, that formed the questionnaire. For each
statement, the participants were asked to indicate their agreement using a Likert scale. The Likert scale had
seven levels: strongly disagree, disagree, slightly disagree, neutral, slightly agree, agree and strongly agree.

Statements on physio-pleasure

1. I like the colours used in this product

2. 1 like the feel of this product when I handle it
3. I like the shape of this product
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4. 1 like the sound that this product makes when | handle it

Statements on socio-pleasure

5. I like the level of status that this product conveys

6. | think this product would show that | have discerning taste to others
7. 1 like what this product would say about me if | owned it

8. 1 would feel comfortable using this product in the company of others

Statements on psycho-pleasure

9. | like the build quality of this product
10. | feel this product helps me relax

11. This product makes me feel happy

12. This product has a 'friendly personality’

Statements on ideo-pleasure

13. | like this product as it reflects my tastes

14. 1 like this product as it reflects my lifestyle

15. 1 like this products as it reflects my aspirations

16. 1 like this product as it reflects my personal ideologies
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