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Abstract  

Globalization of international business is rapidly increasing over time, which offers foreign firms the 

opportunity to expand their business in an emerging market by following platform mediated 

strategies. Existing research are confined to the firm centric views where they simply addressed the 

reasons and the strategies that shape individual consumer’s perception to accept or reject specific 

foreign brands. To address this gap, the present study investigates whether the consumers of an 

emerging market like Bangladesh perceive the platform mediated legitimacy for international food 

brands in a positive mindset. Additionally, with the growth of strong business to consumer where the 

institutional trust and digital maturity is still growing through comparing the marketing strategy of 

two well-known foreign brands Arla Foods and Dan Cake in Bangladesh. The study forms a bridge 

between the existing gaps of traditional internationalization theories with digitalization related 

theories regarding consumer behaviour, building liability of foreignness, institutional distance and 

standardization-adaptation. This research followed a qualitative and analytical case study design 

where primary data was collected by semi-structured interviews with consumers and secondary data 

was derived from the online reports and social media posts. The findings reveal that a cultural oriented 

communication strategy linked with locally adopted digital content by using Bangla language in real 

spirit is one of the major concerns that positively influence the consumer’s trust and brand legitimacy. 

The research also re-frames digital platforms as relational arenas of legitimacy. While there are no 

measures to dissolve the foreignness liability, deployment of platform strategies shortens 

geographical distances and renders consumers closer to products that increase consumer trust. This 

research contributes to international business literature by moving beyond the corporate‑level digital 

internationalization analysis and placing consumer-level legitimacy construction at the forefront of 

consideration – a relevant but under­explored aspect in an emerging market context. 
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1. Introduction 

Digital technology has major influence on firms' way of cross-border expansion (Zhang et al, 2025) 

While in international business, digital technologies have shifted away from being mere 

communication or promotional tools, at times becoming the very strategy that firms use to penetrate 

these markets through consumer engagement and brand creation in these new geographical regions. 

Social media, e-commerce platforms, and digital-marketing tools allows international firms to reach 

consumers in foreign nations without being physically present (Surana et al., 2024). Consequently, 

international expansion is based less on the conventional types of footprints such as physical presence 

(tangible internationalization), local partnerships or stages of investment (gradual 

internationalization) and more on business through online channels (digital internationalization) 

respectively. Such developments confront widely accepted pillars of international business theory 

such as gradualism of internationalization and incremental market commitment. The classical 

approaches to internationalization were mostly designed in a non-digital context, as foreign market 

entry is perceived as an incremental process that involves experiential learning, gradual increase in 

level of commitment in the new market and eventually, established long-term rootedness (Dimitrova 

and Rosenbloom 2010). The implicit assumption is that entry into foreign markets carries uncertainty 

since firms remain ignorant of local consumers, institutions and the nature of the market until they 

gain experience. For this reason, it was assumed that firms should initially adopt entry modes with 

lower levels of commitment and only enhance their investments after gaining adequate experience 

(Vahlne and Schweizer, 2022). Also, liability of foreignness theory advises that firms who've entered 

oversea markets should suffer from structural disadvantages as the outsiders in the host ecosystem. 

These sufferings include the unfamiliarity of foreign firms with local norms, limits on their legitimacy 

and institutional distance from the host market. The symptomatic weaknesses of these were 

moderated through local partnerships, slow-twitch adaptation, years of presence and localized profile 

in regional networks. This perspective argues that legitimacy cannot be instantly communicated or 

projected, rather it must be established through cumulatively normative interaction, local 

manifestation and identified conformity (Gugler & Tavares-Lehmann, 2024). Therefore, some 

additional trouble with those assumptions is the rise of digital platforms. In many ways, digital 

technologies have offered firms alternative means by which to express brand value, connect in real-

time with the consumer, and attempt to build legitimacy beyond the national borders. By using social 

media campaigns, localized digital content, influencer partnerships, digital advertising, and two-way 
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brand communication, businesses can create a visibility and awareness for foreign markets without a 

traditional incremental commitment to international involvement. This suggests that digitalization 

could dramatize internationalization and could more significantly disrupt the processes through which 

firms reduce uncertainty and attain legitimacy in host countries' domestic markets. 

The latter is particularly pertinent to developing economies, where digital connectedness is improving 

and foreign firms are subject to greater legitimating hurdles than domestic firms (Ding et al., 2024). 

This is illustrated, in part, by leading developing markets: because they strike a balance between 

relative economic promise and the requisite level of institutional complexity. Selection is broader as 

a result of swelling middle class buyers’ bases, active cloud base and acceptance of global brands 

providing an easier & convenient purchase in environment at the same time. On the other, sometimes 

they struggle against instrumentalizing structures of emerging regulatory frameworks with different 

channels of institutional legitimacy. In such situations and contexts, the how foreign brands build 

their legitimacy is particularly significant. 

In the last 10 years, Bangladesh has changed a lot with the improvement of the economy and the 

internet coverage with highly increased social media and e-commerce usage. The advancements have 

influenced in shaping consumers’ perception to find out about, think about and connect with brands 

(Mridha, Ravi & Om, 2025). The days of Bangladeshi consumers are no more; where they are only 

able to go grocery shopping with far less options, consent defaults back to the old traditional 

advertising or established credible brand names are numbered. They are already easily access via a 

variety of digital channels that expose international products and international brands messaging. 

Bangladesh has also been representing common features of emerging markets, such as governance 

and levels of institutional trust (Galkina et al., 2023). References can be made to these types of 

conditions when explaining digital platforms acting as conduits for overseas firms seeking to 

overcome the liability of foreignness and also obtain social legitimacy across local markets. In this 

context, normative influences are salient, meaning consumers may rely more on peer 

recommendations, observable consumer engagement with an out-group brand (informal group 

membership) and social validation for that behavior than they would in uncertain environments when 

evaluating foreign brands. This indicates that digital engagement may be less about brand exposure 

than the availability of interpretive resources through which consumers evaluate the legitimacy of 

foreign firms. Thus, international firms could utilize digital platforms to reduce perceived unfavorable 

foreignness and gain social acceptance in the local market of the new host country (Phillips et al., 

2009). 
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This is especially relevant in the food and dairy industry. Compared to many other consumer sectors, 

food products have a stronger link with concerns over safety, quality, healthiness, authenticity and 

reliability. Since food products are eaten and may have health consequences, consumers could be 

particularly careful when evaluating food brands (Liedong et al., 2020). In such instances, it brings 

forward a greater legitimacy challenge to foreign food brands and with visibility alone is no longer 

sufficient; now brands have been forced into being viewed as credible, safe and trustworthy. This 

may be more pronounced where the institutional trust systems, even consumer protection 

mechanisms, are developing, as is the case in many emerging markets. As such, even as symbolic 

identity or discretionary preference matters more than perceived safety and quality in the sector, 

legitimacy-building may be still heightened by the newsworthiness of food. Even though high 

standards of quality, safety and reliability greatly matter to Danish food brands, these country-of-

origin advantages on their own do not help in translating into legitimacy across institutional contexts 

(Surana et al., 2024). Consumers in Bangladesh may have constraints to direct foreign experience and 

cannot rely solely on reputation at the country level, rather, trust must be built by relevant local 

communication and contextual social signals. 

More recently, in the case of emerging markets, food brands from outside the domestic market can 

achieve visibility through localized content and integrated online brand engagement (see eq.lu et al., 

2023), including affiliates from Arla Foods and Dan Cake on social media sites like Facebook in 

Bangladesh. Their vision/goal of making things better is integrated into digital advertising on various 

online platforms, including Facebook and Instagram, culturally adapted content, brand narratives, 

interactive comments, etc. These practices qualify them as ideal representatives of the way foreign 

firms tend to be represented in a local emerging market context through digital channels. Clearly, 

these types of brands are not just defining some product attributes, but rather implicit signals about 

trust, familiarity, quality (and social acceptance). This indicates the importance of digital channels in 

understanding how foreign brands strive to overcome their foreign status. 

In the absence of greater focus on digital internationalization, the existing research nevertheless 

appears to predominantly reflect a firm-centric conceptually bounded phase (Surana et al., 2024). 

Most of the literature focuses on how firms use digital technologies to increase their rapid 

internationalization, scaling up globally, and consequently skipping over intermediary steps. 

Although these studies made important advances in understanding the structural transformation of 

international expansion, they often favor the firm perspective. In other words, rather than start with 
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the question of how consumers in foreign markets interpret those tools and respond to them, they 

focus on how firms strategically deploy digital tools. This creates an important gap in literature. This 

represents a huge void of qualitative research investigating the extent to which consumers in emerging 

markets understand and make sense of digital marketing practices pertaining to foreign firms as well 

as how effectively these practices can be engaged during activities that contribute to legitimacy and 

trust formation (Mridha et al., 2025). Stated differently, strategically and organizationally oriented 

research has moved forward our understanding of digital internationalization, but the consumer-level 

experience of digitally mediated foreign brand presence remains under-explained. The gap is of 

theoretical importance as legitimacy structures the process of internationalization. To the extent that 

liability of foreignness disadvantages foreign firms, and to the extent that legitimacy is necessary to 

overcome such disadvantages, we need to better know whether or not digital platform interactions 

actually contribute in a meaningful way–to the construction of legitimacy. (Hossain et al., 2023). For 

emerging economies, this is an even more pertinent question as the knowledge gap and risk enact a 

stronger case for prominent trust cues along with localized culture-specific communication. Yet, 

existing research offers limited insight either on whether digital engagement reduces perceptions of 

foreignness and enhances trust or purchase intent among consumers in these situations. 

This thesis fills this gap by transferring the analytical focus from firm behavior to consumer 

perception as part of digital internationalization. The study is not investigating the design of digital 

strategies by firms from a managerial perspective but rather the interpretation given by consumers to 

these strategies in an emerging market. More specifically, it explores the perceptions of consumers 

among international food brands on the digital platform and how these practices act as a signal of 

perceived legitimacy and trust for Bangladeshi consumers. We build our study based on three 

complementary theoretical lenses: liability of foreignness theory, institutional distance theory, and 

standardization–adaptation framework. Liability of foreignness theory is useful to explain why 

foreign firms have disadvantages in relation with host market (Ochieng, 2025). Some explanations 

advocated by researchers and different publishers about when conditions of uncertainty & perception 

created by differences between home and host market institutions, are the genesis of institutional 

distance theory. The standardization-adaptation framework helps explain international firms' 

inclinations to strike a mix of global and local characteristics of their digital communication. These 

theories collectively provide a lens to understand how digital platform practices could function as 

legitimacy-building mechanisms across emerging markets. This dissertation has made an additional 

geographical contribution through examining a still relatively neglected country in much of the 
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international business literature —namely, Bangladesh. Emerging market studies are also usually 

more focused on commonly tested and better-known economies; that is, China or its counterparts 

India or Brazil. However, Bangladesh has received comparatively less attention given its rapidly 

growing economy and progress in digitalization especially regarding qualitative work on consumer 

perception and construction of legitimacy. 

In this sense, the very case of digital platforms is shown in this thesis not (only or mostly) to be 

conceived as an efficient marketing or internationalization channel but rather, so then with its own 

specific social and institutional space where foreignness is constructed and legitimacy negotiated. 

Consumer branding assurance from international food companies in Bangladesh through its online 

interaction with consumers could steer consumers brand perception whilst shaping the perception of 

trust, authenticity and credibility. This process is important to comprehend in theorizing the extension 

of international business to both the digital and emerging markets context. 

The subsequent structure of the thesis is as follows: First, a theoretical foundation will be constructed 

entirely based on literature review on internationalization, liability of foreignness, institutional 

distance, digital legitimacy and emerging still. Next, it generates potential research problems and 

research questions. The methodology chapter consists of comparative qualitative case study design, 

semi-structured interviews as well as digital content analysis. The empirical chapters that follow 

demonstrate how Bangladeshi consumers make sense of selected international food brands 

underpinned by their digital brand communication and how these findings can inform and be 

interpreted in the light of international business theory and practice. 

 

1.1 Problem Formulation 

International business (IB) theory long built upon the idea that firms encounter severe obstacles 

arising from the liability of foreignness when entering a foreign market due to naivety, institutional 

distance, and lack of legitimacy in host environments (Galkina et al., 2023). Specifically, classical 

perspectives, and particularly the Uppsala internationalization model, have suggested gradual 

processes of experiential learning and committing more resources to deepen local embeddedness aid 

firms in addressing these challenges. In this model, legitimacy is something which is not an 
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achievable goal and thus conveys to be sustained in the long run through physical presence, repeated 

interaction and integration into local networks. 

However, the evolution of digital platforms is upending the game when it comes to how companies 

can access foreign markets. Firms can do sustainability being long-term (Hossain, 2022) even without 

high investment in physical capital through social media and localized digital content posts with 

influencers. Here the process of engagement is instant. This goes against one of the IB theory 

principles — at least, that internationalization requires slow and experiential learning to build 

legitimacy in foreign markets. This poses a more pervasive theoretical question. The theory of IB 

draws attention to the embeddedness and sustainable trajectories of operations in international 

business in which legitimization roles can be fulfilled through this boundary-spanning capability. 

The answer, however, is by no means clear as it now intersects in recent research about whether 

digitally mediated interactions will collapse institutions that confer legitimacy. More specifically, 

how do consumers react to the practices of digital platforms (does a portal alleviate foreignness and 

increase trust, or not)? This gap is especially important to have in developing countries such as 

Bangladesh that are situated in an unclear institutional backdrop and consumers located in a legal 

context with lower levels of social trust cues than operational contexts.  

Although firms coming from countries which enjoy a relatively positive reputation (e.g., Denmark) 

might gain some advantage from positive country-of-origin effects, and the reputations of firms 

originating from these nations do carry with them certain legitimacy, the reputations of these 

companies do not carry over automatically when entering into emerging markets. Rather, these 

reputational advantages will need to be defined, read and validated in localized digital micro-contexts. 

Therefore, the third key issue we face and thus the core issue in this thesis is that we have too-poor 

understanding of how practices of digital platforms impact consumer-level legitimacy construction 

in institutionally diverse emerging markets. More concretely, you should view the restricted scope of 

digital interactions as an alternative remedy for overcoming liability of foreignness, or consumer trust 

building. 
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Primary Research Question 

What are the perceptions of Bangladeshi consumers regarding international food brands in 

relation to digital platform practices and how do these affect trust, legitimacy and foreignness 

from an emerging market viewpoint? 

Sub Questions 

1. Localization Strategy of International Food Brands & Consumers Responses: How do 

Bangladeshi consumers decode such localized digital marketing content on international food 

brands & how does it inform their perceived legitimacy and trust? 

2. How do these interpretations inform perceptions of foreignness and local acceptance of 

international brands? 

1.2 Scope of the research  

The two sub-questions are formulated to address complementary aspects of the main research 

question. The first sub-research question relates to interpretation and attempts, consumer’s sense 

making of localized digital marketing practices (e.g., culturally sensitive adaptation, influencer 

engagement, language choice in online branding communication) as it pertains legitimacy and trust. 

The second sub-question takes an output perspective on this and investigates whether and how these 

foreign digital interactions provide meaning to consumers, as well as their effects of consumer 

evaluation and purchase behavior.  

Shifts from making meaning to effect in the study, thus all these sub-questions support that direction. 

The first question asks what the readings of digital content are. The second question asks whether the 

readings develop trust, reduce differences, and eventually affect activity. The structure provides the 

interpretive and practical dimension of consumer reactions to digitally mediated foreign brand 

presence; thus, the structure should allay any fear that the study at minimum, reflects a complex 

theoretical understanding of such responses. 

Additionally, the research scope is purposefully restricted in multiple ways. First, it is very important 

to highlight that it is a longtime study by its double contribution. Secondly, limits it to an international 

food brand with a good digital footprint in Bangladesh. This is particularly important, because its 
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credibility and reliability change the most in the provision of food and dairy—the quality, safety, and 

authenticity of these products are more rationally perceived by consumers. Thirdly, the study is 

refined to the extent that it is concerned with activity on digital platforms and deals more easily with 

clear practices on social media (e.g. FB/ IG) than components of a firm's internationalization 

strategies. Thus, this thesis does not strive to prove an institutional process of full internationalization 

of the chosen firms, instead focusing attention on how digital engagement is conceptualized as 

inclusive or separate, but rather as one aspect of service-led growth. 

 

2. Literature review 

This chapter still assists in exploring the way the IB literature has explored digital platforms and firm 

internationalization, particularly as it relates to legitimacy, liability of foreignness, and emerging 

market contexts. It has been widely studied in the context of internationalization processes, 

institutional distance, and digital transformation. However, consumer-level legitimacy-building 

situations at scale with emerging economy firms in areas such as digital platform practices have 

received minimal attention to date. 

The chapter is organized into six sections: 

1. Classical Internationalization Theories in the Digital Era 

2. Digitalization and Accelerated International Expansion 

3. Digital Legitimacy Construction and Signaling Theory 

4. Emerging Markets and Institutional Context 

5. A synthesis of existing knowledge and knowledge gaps 

6. Final Problem Conceptualization 

 

2.1 Classical Internationalization Theories in the Digital Era 

Internationalization is a dynamic and complex field (Zhang et al., 2025), which is defined as the 

process of companies crossing national borders with their activities. This conventional theory 

addresses primarily firm-level strategic behavior. My research turns this lens to consumer perception 
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in a developing digital market. The main research question that we address in this paper is: how do 

Bangladeshi consumers perceive global food brands in digital platform practices in relation to the 

international brand construct, and what implications these have for trust, legitimacy, and foreignness? 

So, none of the four theories below is textbook condensation. Rather, each is scrutinized according 

to what it reveals and does not reveal; as Bangladeshi people make sense of the domestic nascent 

digital landscape, build trust, and deal with foreignness. 

2.1.1 Uppsala model 

Most models of internationalization of firms are incremental learning with increasing investment 

(Vahlne and Schweizer, 2022). One of them considers the internationalization in very broad terms as 

an incremental and gradual process, it can even be most directly represented by the Uppsala model. 

The research behind the model is based on practical experience from Swedish firms going abroad, 

and it describes internationalization as a learning process that advances gradually and is path 

dependent. The Uppsala model represents internationalization as an evolutionary process, which 

motivates firms to gradually increase their investment and participation in foreign markets once they 

have accumulated experiential knowledge and certainty. Likewise, internationalization models 

associated with innovation depict exporting and foreign market entry as sequential, experience-based 

choices. The model suggests that firms enter physically proximate countries by using low-

commitment modes (e.g., exporting) and then move on to more high-commitment activities, including 

production plants and sales subsidiaries (Liesch and Welch, 2024). The Uppsala paradigm 

emphasizes reducing uncertainty through experiential learning, rather than conceptualizing foreign 

expansion as a straightforward strategic decision motivated solely by economic optimization. The 

assumption is that firms do not know anything about foreign markets, and this knowledge gap causes 

perceived risk. As a result, companies gradually increase their international commitment so that they 

can learn experience in time. 

Psychic distance is the second main theme of the model according to Vahlne and Schweizer, (2022), 

and it has been defined as differences between countries in aspects such as language, culture, political 

systems, education and industrial development that limit information between them. Moreover, 

psychic distance increases uncertainty as large number of firms have difficulties in interpreting and 

understanding the accurate signals from foreign markets. Thus, firms tend to first expand into 

psychologically closer countries than more distant ones. Thus, internationalization is a gradual, step-

by-step process that can be developed by learning and building confidence incrementally rather than 
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rapid expansion. In this regard, legitimacy is not seen as a stand-alone construct but rather something 

that is already part of the step-by-step commitment and embeddedness process (Coviello et al., 2017). 

Firms are assumed to gain acceptance in foreign markets through continuous presence and relational 

embedding. To illustrate this, a certain combination such as physical presence (setting up sales 

subsidiaries or even production facilities) sends long-term commitment signals to the host market. 

Localized partnerships—where foreign companies link up with well-established local players in order 

to leverage their contextual knowledge and legitimacy—are a great way of making your business 

legitimate. Firms reduce ambiguity risk in baby steps and build reliability over time through repeated 

interaction with their customers, supplies, and institutional stakeholders. By this we mean, legitimacy 

can be built over time through embedding and experience. 

The revised version of Uppsala model has reiterated its importance to the business networks. 

Internationalization has been considered not as an internal learning matter but prioritizing trustworthy 

relational capital and strong ties in the network (Coviello et al., 2017). The ability of firms to draw 

on ongoing communications and interactions, in this way, helps develop trust and commitment, which 

are used by (most) firms to minimize uncertainty held about foreign markets. Accordingly, rather 

than symbolic and communicative efforts, the Uppsala model strengthens the assumption that 

relational embeddedness and ongoing exchanges together create legitimacy. Therefore, much of the 

historical basis for the incremental internationalization perspective has focused on organizational and 

strategic aspects of foreign expansion (Vahlne and Johanson, 2013). In this case, entry mode decisions 

are classified into four types: exporting, licensing, joint ventures and wholly owned subsidiaries. 

Several other studies gave importance to market sequencing by identifying the rationale behind 

entering countries before entering others. The process of organizational learning and the plays a 

central role in achieving this through knowledge accumulation by commitment levels and resource 

allocation. As a result, the focus of analyses has predominantly been on firm behavior, managerial 

decisions, and structural growth patterns. 

This model assists in explaining why some international food brands may be hesitant to enter 

Bangladesh due to the physical distance and therefore adopt conservative, incremental approaches. 

But the model says nothing about how consumers in those far-off cities develop trust before a brand 

has any physical presence. My RQ asks: How do consumers decode practices of digital localization? 

In the absence of wholly owned subsidiaries, however, the Uppsala model would suggest that trust 

cannot be developed. Furthermore, it should be noted that new digital platforms (e.g., social media 

and e-commerce) enable direct interaction with consumers without the necessity of physical presence 
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(Vahlne & Johanson, 2013). Accordingly, the current study evaluates this assumption of the model. 

Does digitally mediated location-based content allow for more rapid perceived legitimation and 

growth without the hurdles of incremental geographical physical expansion? This answers directly 

sub-question 1: how the localization of digital marketing content shapes Bangladeshi consumers in 

decoding it in a way that frames trust and perceived legitimacy. 

2.1.2 Liability of Foreignness 

Liability of foreignness (LOF) is one of the well-documented reasons for the disadvantages that firms 

are subject to in foreign countries. Zaheer (1995) established LOF as a basis for firm global 

competitiveness. LOF refers to the additional costs that a foreign firm operates relative to firms 

operating in its home-country environment. Foreign companies struggle to adapt with local consumer 

demand, local regulatory framework, local culture and local business systems as well. 

They could also face discrimination or skepticism from local stakeholders including customers, 

suppliers, and regulators. Later studies treated the liability of foreignness one step further, as a 

legitimacy issue, rather than just an economic disadvantage (e.g. Mezias, 2002). Building on 

institutional theory, foreign firms find it difficult to be legitimized in host-country institutional 

contexts due to being outsiders (Kogut and Singh 1988; Meyer et al., 2009). Legitimacy, in this 

context, refers to the perception that a firm’s actions are proper, desirable, and align with local norms 

and values. Therefore, the lack of legitimacy would increase the uncertainty involved at these two 

levels and consequently affect both trust and firm acceptance in markets where legitimacy is strong. 

The strategies that promote embeddedness and adaptation were traditionally the basis for mitigating 

liability of foreignness. Prior to this, firms have relied on multiple mechanisms such as local 

partnerships and joint ventures, slow international expansion, and the recruitment of a local workforce 

to mitigate their lack of familiarity and signal conformity with host-country expectations (Eden & 

Miller 2004). These rationales are predicated by the idea that prolonged presence and embeddedness 

within the local networks help establish legitimacy. This is important to note, however, the vast 

majority of LOF research has focused primarily on performance-related outcomes such as entry 

modes and survival of foreign subsidiaries whereas it can be argued that foreignness may also 

constitute or be constructed within the consumers' mind (Zaheer, 1995). Specifically, the 

understanding of how foreign firms utilize digitally mediated communication to reduce views of 

foreignness in emerging economies is underexplored. This divergence is especially relevant in a 
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context where the seven layers of consumer trust structures differ from those observed in higher 

income economies. 

Sub-question 2: How does the construction of meaning regarding the interpretation of digital content 

elucidate foreignness and local acceptance of a foreign brand? LOF has the core idea of foreignness 

as a liability, but classical treatments see foreignness as a constant structural characteristic. That is, 

especially using digital platforms, I contend that foreignness is perceptually transmutable. A Western 

food brand may be least likely to have LOF in Bangladesh, where it is new. If, however, its digital 

content borrows on the Bengali language, on local cultural references, and trusted local influencers, 

has the perception of foreignness lessened? Hence, my research will expand LOF from a firm-cost 

theory to a consumer-perception theory by investigating whether digitally mediated localization can 

decrease the “alien” perceptions that spur skepticism. 

2.1.3 Institutional Distance Theory 

Yet, the idea of institutional distance has strong connections to liability of foreignness, which reflects 

the difference in level between home countries and host countries regarding a firm (Phillips et al., 

2009). This theorization emerges from institutions being an aggregate of regulative, normative, and 

cognitive dimensions. According to this theory, the longer the distance, the more uncertainties about 

coordination challenges in multinational enterprises and legitimacy. The context of the new market 

also involves the firm facing novel regulatory environments, varying cultural norms, and belief 

systems of the consumers (Kostova et al., 2020). Such multidimensional and institutional variations 

form barriers in transferring organizational practices and gaining stakeholder support. Undoubtedly, 

institutional distance is more than that of a firm-level operational challenge; it has far-reaching 

implications for consumers as well. If any foreign brand is from institutionally distant contexts, 

consumers rely on stereotypes and country‑of‑origin effects like factors or other symbolic cues to 

estimate the credibility (Dut et al., 2018).  

Bangladesh is a good example of how the economic potential for digital growth can be increased 

massively in very short time periods as pathways out of institutions that are starting to stabilize. Under 

performing institutional environments such as this nugget out inconsistent trust signals that lead 

consumers to speak extensively within social circles about brands, dollar value or luxury segments 

more generally and conversations held in such social instances are attributed or cited with greater 

credibility via social proof. As Phillips et al. 2009) note, the awareness – and active bridging – of 

intercultural distance can help to lower it while local voices do not ring as culturally representative. 
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Institutional distance is conventionally viewed as a structural constraint, but this consumer-facing 

feature of institutional distance may be increasingly redefined via digitally mediated proximate 

perceptions. 

So, one of the core research questions in this context is how practices within digital platforms affect 

consumer trust or legitimacy? Institutional distance theory suggests that the greater the distance, the 

lower of trust. However, I argue that local digital content can also be a perceptual bridge that will 

help to narrow the apparent gap between foreign brands and host‑country consumers. Here, 

institutional distance is considered not an immutable structural fact but a perceptual distance that may 

be overcome by strategic communications. Thus, the first sub-question of this study is experientially 

evaluated regarding the perception of Bangladeshi consumers of local legitimacy for international 

food brands when their digital content associates with some of the country-level normative and 

cultural institutions. 

2.1.4 The Standardization–Adaptation Framework 

In the field of international marketing in general and in international business research contexts, the 

debate on standardization–adaptation occupies a central stage. The key debate on this point is whether 

to standardize marketing strategy in order for multinationals to achieve economies of scale and 

consistency or adapt the local strategy for increased responsiveness and legitimacy (Sustar, 2004). 

The nature of this debate creates a broader gulf between pressures for global integration and local 

responsiveness that is acknowledged in the international management literature. Standardization 

indicates greater efficiency, and the homogenization of brand identity with a portfolio approach to 

reduce capital outlay due to increased, uniform global consumer demand across markets and 

improving brand reputation — creating more equity behind your name in fintech. However, 

adaptation is predicated on the absence of homogeneity in cultural values and practices, consumption 

behaviors, language and institutional settings throughout the market. This perception gives rise to 

localized marketing strategies because increasing relevance decreases cultural distance. 

In this regard, Schmid and Kotulla,(2011) explained that adaptation will take into account strategic 

means to overcome foreign disadvantages under the so-called liability of foreignness and distance on 

border. Firms employ the local language, imagery of relevance to a host market, and messages 

affected by context in targeting this group which signals sensitivity to host-country norms. This 

adaptation can minimize perceptions of foreignness, thus improving normative and cognitive 
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legitimacy. And at the same time, too much adaptation of ownership advantages will weaken and 

undermine global brand identity. Hence, firms have to manage global consistency in conjunction with 

local responsiveness. Despite this, existing literature mostly approaches such a balance from a 

management (strategic decision) rather than a consumer perspective. It is still uncertain if localized 

digital content truly is as powerful at reducing barriers to entry by feeling less alien and instilling 

consumer trust in emerging markets. This is undoubtedly a particular challenge for industries that 

have a disproportionate insistence on the perception of legitimacy and safety, such as with food and 

dairy. 

Sub-question 1: How do consumers interpret localized content in digital marketing? It is an issue of 

reception, not managerial choice. Will hybrid digital content (global brand logo with Bangla posts & 

local family images) reduce the foreignness and increase trust for the foreign food brand in 

Bangladesh? Or does this type of localization just come off as fake to consumers? This can be partially 

explained through standardization-adaptation literature at aspects of consumer-side digital reception 

in emerging markets, especially the high-trust subareas of food and dairy. The current research will 

address this gap by exploring whether hybrids serve as context-specific legitimacy and trust-

enhancing strategies in Bangladesh or rather reinforce brand alienation into the consumer psyche as 

a signal of foreignness. 

2.2 Digitalization and Accelerated International Expansion 

The recent rapid diffusion of digital technologies has significantly transformed the terrain of 

international business (Surana et al., 2024). Recent international business research reveals that 

digitalization diminishes traditional barriers to internationalization and alters how firms gain access 

to and compete in foreign markets. Because it's only when incremental commitment is potentially 

feasible that internationalization is viewed at all as a regularized process, recent evidence explains 

that digital technologies allow firms to internationalize more rapidly (lower relative aversion to 

resource constraints), and this is manifested in faster processes (Ochieng, 2025). This shift is mostly 

seen in digital platforms. Companies will define global theories of practice, using social media and 

e-commerce without having to make the large capital investments typically required for a meaningful 

physical presence in foreign markets or countries. This lessens the insurance cost of entry, as 

ownership is not expected to be prevalent at full scale when there are retail physical locations and/or 

sales power investments in distribution property that need to enter. On the digital medium, firms are 
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exposed to their customers worldwide because of the globalized nature in a fast and quick way, and 

rules that they also don’t follow. This evolution contradicts the previously established view, rooted 

in classic internationalization theory, that serious market entry requires a physical presence for 

stakeholder relations. 

Digital infrastructure — when established, provides digital/online technologies to scale at speed (Lu 

et al., 2024) by allowing businesses to service many markets, with low marginal cost. Moreover, 

business models let businesses duplicate digital content across markets while customizing platforms 

and campaigns as well as service delivery. This scalability gives rise to "digital born global" – firms 

that look to internationalize early and at scale by deploying online platforms instead of approaching 

gradual, staged entry into new markets. In this sense, internationalization in the way of your 

experiential learning (Uppsala model) wouldn't have to be. Rather, it allowed firms to replicate real-

time data and consumer engagement analytics and adapt agile strategies on the carpet (Lo et al., 2023). 

The other is similarly a big one: Decreased dependence on conventional cheerleaders. Firms that 

turned into multinational companies needed to do so in the past with nearby distributors, dealers, 

and/or companions due towards apprehending facts and cultural externalities. The broad 

commercialization of digital platforms has brought companies to directly reach foreign consumers 

through their own channels using social media, localized websites, and digital ads (Gastón Fornés & 

Altamira, 2023), which drastically increases the engagement; however, mitigates the power dynamics 

as well as gate keeping need local. Brands could embed their own brand stories, product details, and 

offers straight away at all levels without a sole reliance on the third-party intermediary. The 

ecosystems of digital platforms, business models and strategic aptitude get the attention as major 

concern in several recent research to investigate how firms utilize their digital architecture for rapid 

scaling, structuring global value networks or erecting defenses in digitally interdependent markets. 

Elsewhere, researchers study whether those capabilities lead to competitive advantage or examine 

how governance structures impact firm positioning and resource expenditure on a global scale 

through borderless exploitation of network effects in information markets (Galkina et al., 2023). 

Nevertheless, despite such contributions being especially significant, the literature is predominantly 

firm-centric. A major research question that has motivated a lot of this work is how firms are able to 

early and resource-efficiently globalize utilizing digital technologies. In other words, we design 

around three details: marketing strategy, scalability, and organizational change. Although these 

perspectives provide significant contributions to the understanding of the mechanisms by which 
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digital growth occurs, they often neglect both the perceptive and interpretive stages of 

internationalization (Ding et al, 2024). In other words, research has not examined the degree to which 

foreign consumers perceive a firm as more likely to positively influence outcomes with their digital 

engagement to mitigate the effects of perceived foreignness and enhance legitimacy. This breach is 

especially important with regard to the arising economics setting. According to Arenas and colleagues 

(2025), all significant digital visibility can help develop brand exposure. However, mere exposure 

results in no legitimacy. Therefore, even though digitalization processes modify the structural 

conditions of launching international business (Clemens & Sykes, 1999; Mezias, 2002), it cannot, 

theoretically, tackle some of the fundamental problems connected to both the liability of foreignness 

and institutional distance. 

This raises an unsolved theoretical tension from the perspective of the digital internationalization 

literature. On the one hand, digital technologies enable the compression of time and to minimize 

barriers to entry. In contrast, classical international business theory posits that legitimacy and trust 

are socially constructed and trend-specific (Lu et al. 2024). Thus, the question shifts from can firms 

internationalize faster on digital platforms? - to does greater use of technologies as communication 

tools with investment targets change how foreign firms are perceived within host markets? This 

question challenges international business scholars to look beyond traditional firm-level analysis and 

turn to a consumer-theoretic perspective, especially when institutional uncertainty is likely to amplify 

the salience of trust and legitimacy signals as may be especially true in emerging economy markets. 

2.3 Signaling Theory and Digital Legitimacy Construction 

Due to the incremental mediation of digital platforms in cross-border interactions (Denk et al., 2012), 

legitimacy construction in international markets is no longer solely based on one’s physical presence 

or long-term embeddedness. Instead, foreign firms may try to reduce the liability of foreignness by 

transmitting digital signals focused on trust and legitimacy building. Signaling theory posits that, in 

an environment characterized by information asymmetry, firms employ observable signals as 

indicators of unobservable attributes (such as competence, reliability, and good faith). In international 

settings, it may also become an important venue for this signaling where consumers do not have 

familiarity with foreign brands (Deng et al., 2021). 

Further expounding on the translation of practices related to digital platform markets into consumers' 

beliefs on legitimacy and trust will be appended for further clarity in this study. Signaling theory is 
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derived from economics and information asymmetry literature, describing the process by which one 

party (the signaler) imparts unobservable characteristics to another through observable indicators 

(Mridha et al., 2025). The signaling of information is especially relevant in the international markets 

given a higher asymmetry and uncertainty. Through local content, credentials, consumer interaction 

and engaging with local influencers on social media platforms and online channel firms could signal 

legitimacy (Gong et al., 2024). Such signals function to decrease cognitive distance through visual 

clarity in an upright position and normative distances that provide similar meanings by matching 

cultural context. Therefore, for example, in emerging markets where uncertainty and skepticism may 

be increased, the symbolic bridges between concerned parties could take form as digital platforms 

bridging along institutional distance. 

In many cases, consumers lack experience purchasing from foreign brands and cannot easily check 

product quality or safety verification, as well as their trustworthiness as an organization. As such, 

consumers can depend more on indirect cues and visible signs in creating evaluations about foreign 

firms (Zhang et al., 2025). In such context, digital platforms function as crucial signaling 

environments. The overseas brands employ a diversified digital marketing practice to communicate 

their credibility and legitimacy towards the consumers. The signaling theory is especially relevant in 

combination with the liability of foreignness. Inherently, in foreign markets, a lack of familiarity and 

legitimacy forces foreign firms nominally to suffer. Some of the potential firms may be able to use 

digital signals as mechanisms for addressing these disadvantages by signaling their setup-type 

alignment with local norms, consumer responsiveness, and dedication to quality. Thus, signaling 

generates a micro-level explanation of how legitimacy is constructed — complementing the macro-

level explanations of internationalization and institutional theories (Urbinati et al., 2020). In addition, 

signaling theory is useful for connecting the standardization and adaptation debate. Standard global 

signals can also be beneficial, such as brand identity consistency for a given firm or internationally 

recognized certifications signaling professional assurance. Conversely, adapted signals like culture: 

localized content or partnerships with local influencers may serve to enhance authenticity and reduce 

the literal foreignness in consumers’ perception.  

This research reframes buzz–platform communication practices and platform co-financing from the 

perspective of signaling theory, offering a calibration between strategic signals aimed at consumer-

level legitimacy or trust. Thus, from this angle, it very much aligns with the research question of how 

actual explanation of digital marketing information by Bangladeshi consumers and that explanation 

seeps into influencing global perceptions. Because of the gradual mediation of digital platforms in 
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cross-border interactions (Denk et al., 2012), legitimacy construction in international markets is not 

only tied to the physical presence or long-term embeddedness of the actors anymore. The foreign 

companies may resort to retransmitting visual signs about identity and familiarity instead to lessen 

the liability of foreignness. Signaling theory assumes that in an environment with information 

asymmetry, firms use signals that are observable to indicate unobservable characteristics (e.g., 

competence, reliability, and good faith). It may also be the key channel to facilitate this signaling in 

international contexts, characterized by a lack of familiarity with foreign brands (Deng et al., 2021). 

Further, this study will be attached to the signaling theory that sheds light on how practices about 

digital platform markets will have an impact on consumer perception about legitimacy and trust. 

Based on economics and information asymmetry literature, signaling theory depicts how one party 

(signaler) gives the unobservable characteristics of themselves to another party (the receiver) about 

their observable characteristics through some indicators (Mridha et al., 2025). Due to increased 

information asymmetry, in signal, the importance of this practice is the biggest in the international 

markets where uncertainty plays a big role. Local content creation, qualification, offering customer 

interactions, and collaborations with local influencers are ways through which firms signal prudence 

on the aforementioned platforms and eventually build legitimacy (Gong et al., 2024). These signals 

are likely to attenuate cognitive distance through prominence and normative distance through cultural 

cues. For this reason, digital platforms can serve as symbolic bridges over institutional distance, 

especially within emerging markets where uncertainty and skepticism may be exacerbated. 

Since many consumers have never purchased from international brands, they are left with nothing to 

easily benchmark the quality, safety, or trustworthiness of organizations against. Accordingly, there 

may be increased dependence on consumers using indirect signals and explicit behaviors when 

making assessments about foreign firms (Zhang et al., 2025). From this perspective, digital platforms 

function as critical signaling spaces. These overseas brands use a varied digital advertising and 

marketing techniques to establish their credibility & legitimacy to the customers. The liability of 

foreignness signaling theory, along with that, is particularly relevant. Therefore, this submission to 

the foreign market entry leverages the fact that a lack of national system legitimacy and familiarity, 

hence makes international firms nominally suffer as well. Thus, signaling creates a counteraction 

mechanism to construct legitimacy. This helps complement the macro-mechanisms of the 

internationalization process and institutional theories (Urbinati et al., 2020). Furthermore, signaling 

theory is instrumental in bridging the standardization–adaptation debate. Maybe the global signals 

would work something like a visual identity of brands, or universal certifications with a required level 
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of competence guarantee and professional ethos. One way to address this would be with a narrow set 

of proxies for culture specific signals (e.g. localized content visually, relationships or even 

partnerships who are local social media influencers) that can bring relevance while avoiding an 

excessively foreign feeling. The only leverage aspirational ownership does not manipulate is 

legitimacy. In other words, the insight about license is not based on the signals themselves but rather 

informed contextual information derived from an institutional context from which shoppers extract 

status. Consistent with emerging economies (resulting from the combination of a medium-high level 

of consumer digital engagement but low-quality institutions surrounding trust) such as Bangladesh—

it might also find consumers promoting international brands by functional benefits (e.g. quality 

assurance and transparency) or symbolic fit–such as cultural relevance (Galkina et al., 2023). The 

former means with respect to, the stuff of digital engagement through these institutions firms not only 

claiming legitimacy – they are also being socially constructed. 

By integrating signaling theory into the theoretical lens, this study contributes to our research of buzz-

coordination communication practices and platform co-financing as strategic signals that drive 

consumer-level legitimacy and trust. This translation of this perspective particularly highlights the 

research question: In Bangladesh, what kinds of explanations do consumers utilize to explain global 

marketing data and how those explanations condition perceptions for global brands? 

2.4 Emerging Markets and Institutional Context 

2.4.1 Institutional Voids 

Not only the advanced economies but also emerging markets differ among themselves with regards 

to their income levels, and by institutions in terms of type and function. Institutional voids are used 

to describe the systems that have either no or less developed regulatory enforcement systems, 

information intermediaries, contract enforcement states and consumer protection bodies (Adomako 

et al., 2019). In these sorts of environments formal structures, which typically reduce uncertainty and 

embed trust, may be incomplete or exercised sporadically. Consequently, all firms and consumers 

operate in greater informational and relational uncertainty. 

At the consumer level, institutional voids influence evaluations of products and brands (Liedong et 

al., 2020). Trust is not delivered by formal certification or brand value. In fact, consumers might end 

up relying more on informal networks, peers’ recommendations, and cues that have been validated 

by society when deciding to buy. As a result, many symbolic signals (such as endorsements, visible 
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metrics of engagement, and culture-relevant communication) may be disproportionately influential 

in comparison to formal guarantees. Traditionally, research on international business in emerging 

markets has focused on highlighting how firms adapt entry strategies under the constraints of a 

difficult institutional environment (Adomako et al., 2019). Research on the mode of entry, governance 

structures, and risk management activities is concerned with how firms develop mechanisms to cope 

with potential threats due to institutional instability. Much research about institutional distance has 

examined primarily its structural impact rather than considering contextual factors as a mediator. This 

perspective, however, often centers on managerial decision-making and skips over how consumer-

level trust is formed in the face of institutional voids. 

This is an open theoretical question whether digital interaction is a meaningful substitute for trust-

formalizing mechanisms that characterize many institutions in emerging markets. But that question 

can only be answered through an analysis of legitimacy not merely as a structural consequence, but 

as a social construction with problematics relative to digitally mediated institutional domains. 

2.4.2 Bangladesh as a Relevant Context for Theory 

The world of innovation has sustained a decade of economic growth, powered by digital dynamism 

in the country. Due to the rapid online penetration & use of smartphones social media platforms are 

roots in everyday interaction & economic activity (Mridha et al. 2025). Likewise, Bangladesh exhibits 

all the attributes of an emerging regulatory environment as well — eclectic consumer protection 

regulations and nascent yet solidifying enforcement (though sometimes unevenly implemented). The 

induction of digitalization along with institutional structure changes induces a highly different 

theoretical context (Hossain, 2022). On the one hand they will want their digital channels to be highly 

visible but with a limited retail presence. It is, however, the case that because of institutional 

uncertainty and cultural distance with both paths, consumers can switch to foreign brands. The results 

confirm that peer conversation is a significant predictor of the perception and direct impact on 

purchase intentions; higher perceived authenticity and engagement with the platform is another 

important predictor to enhance consumer purchasing behavior in Bangladesh. It demonstrates how 

validation will occur in local influencer programs and digital communications trust signals, such as 

culturally resonant messaging. The IB literature has accorded less attention to Bangladesh than it 

deserves—and even less within the qualitative construction of legitimacy. Research in the 

international business literature concerned with emerging economies has largely focused on larger 

countries, for instance: China, India or Brazil -- the South Asian context accordingly appears to be 
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comparatively neglected (Mridha et al., 2023). Now, conceptually, what is the issue with Bangladesh 

that generally exhibits extremely high levels of affordability verses low stickiness for use of digital 

tools—institutional distance from systems primarily mediated through some artifact dealing purely 

in physical interaction but being supplied around practice. This begs the question of how much digital 

platforms can influence liability of foreignness in a context with institutional uncertainty? Why does 

Bangladesh not only look like an obvious empirical case or a conceptual theory? 

Bangladesh represents an environment of co-existing institutional voids and digital connectivity, 

enabling us to research if there are alternative pathways for legitimacy construction through media-

mediated communication processes (Hossain et al., 2023). That an outcome such as this arises through 

the existence of practices that aim to contest perceptions of trust and foreignness in Bangladesh 

indicating a need for international business theory reconfigured around more explicitly recognizing 

digital spaces among places where legitimacy is negotiated, especially across emerging economies. 

2.5 Synthesis: What We Know and What We Do Not Know 

One well-accepted evidence of classical international business theory is that foreign firms incur a 

liability of foreignness by entering host markets. This liability results from distance, lack of 

embeddedness and institutions (Mezias, 2002). One of the more established mechanisms through 

which foreign firms can overcome this liability is legitimacy. Firms that play to cognitive, normative, 

and pragmatic legitimacy are more likely to win the vaunted societal license to operate against a wall 

of skepticism and therefore market acceptance. Moreover, the country’s differences in regulative, 

normative, and cognitive dimensions further exacerbate uncertainty that renders foreign expansion 

difficult from an institutional distance theory perspective. In summary, IB literature has relatively 

simple answers about the reasons why foreigners suffer from disadvantages and do not dominate in 

domestic markets without legitimacy over a business entity. 

At the same time, the digital internationalization literature has shown your basic point - that electronic 

platforms modify the basic factors in the environment in which one enters a foreign market. Platforms 

lower barriers of entry, drive fast growth, and help firms do a better job of interacting and serving 

consumers across borders. Digital signals also denote localized content, influencer engagement, and 

bound interaction that creates consumer perception and engagement of a brand (Denk et al. 2012).  
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Additionally, research on emerging market contexts has contributed to this understanding by 

emphasizing the role of institutional voids in the development of resource-scarcity both. In these 

circumstances, consumers use informal networks and symbolic markers or socially validated signals 

in evaluating the brands. This comes from both formal institutional guarantees as well as the 

perception of authenticity and validation through peer endorsement. This suggests that symbolic 

interaction may be even more critical in the context of high-growth economies. This body of 

literature, aggregated, provides strong yet uneven evidence. Through making use of different types 

of digital platforms that help to reshape new cross-border engagements, transnational analytical 

mechanisms that lead towards foreign firm legitimacy building have been used. We posit that the lack 

of formal institutional structures shapes the structures of trust in emerging markets. While still not 

established when these elements operate in symbiosis at the consumer level. 

In particular, examining existing international business literature is not sufficient to evaluate whether 

or not consumers in emerging markets perceive that digital platform behaviors reduce perceived 

foreignness. Although when theorizing that adaptation and visibility increase legitimacy, there is 

limited empirical insight into how consumers interpret localized digital marketing. Whether digital 

engagement can replace the embeddedness mechanisms identified by classical internationalization 

theorists: an ongoing debate. Another theoretical gap is what legitimacy is in digitally mediated 

institutional contexts. This region, which is in Bangladesh and other middle to upper-middle income 

countries, has very extensive but maturing connectivity and institutional trust systems facilitated 

through deliberation through a digital platform in methods that may be venues claimed for negotiation 

with foreignness. What we know much less about is how consumers validate and legitimate foreign 

brands. 

This dissertation aims to investigate how Bangladeshi consumers make sense of and respond to the 

digital platform actions of foreign food brands through the lens of consumer perceptions and explain 

how these perceptions shape consumer trust, perceived legitimacy, and discourses on foreignness. 

This study designs to explore if and how digital content, when localized, can mitigate liability of 

foreignness arising from perceived institutional distance in an emerging market like Bangladesh with 

maturing digital infrastructure; hence directing attention away from firm-centered 

internationalization theories towards consumer perspective. 

2.6 Final Problem Conceptualization 
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Specifically, this thesis addresses a certain theoretical void arising from the assumption present in 

classical internationalization theory that legitimacy level and foreignness reduction imply the 

necessity of physical embeddedness, incremental learning processes and ongoing interaction local 

with actor’s hereafter. Instead, many foreign brands can now use digital platforms to tap into the 

consumer market without being physically represented by the Uruguayan presence. The ongoing 

question is whether (and how) access to digitally mediated interactions may be able to replace more 

typical channels for building traditional legitimacy in an emerging market like Bangladesh. Hence, 

this study is a departure from the firm-level network embedding to consumer-level digital 

interpretation. Legitimacy is viewed as an outcome of prolonged integration into local institutional 

contexts. Yet, the digitalization challenges assumption by allowing firms to circumvent or at least 

partially displace geographic specificity. It is a case in point where the engagement of firms happens 

directly with consumers, localized messages or indication of cultural closeness on digital platforms 

that do not necessitate them to have an explicit physical presence there, but presents with an important 

yet unresolved problem of IB theory that is: 

Is digitally mediated interaction a substitute mechanism for seeking legitimacy in foreign markets? 

In other words, even if digital platforms have brought: A toolbox of new approaches to managing 

appearance and engagement; The analytical challenge here is that it remains unclear how these tools 

affect the consumer perception. It is also unclear: 

 How do Bangladeshi consumers decode digital signals of trust and legitimacy from foreign 

food brands? 

 How much do these digitally mediated localization efforts mitigate consumers' foreignness 

perception? 

 Does this digitally mediated visibility lead to credibility and, more importantly, to purchase? 

While international business theory illuminates aspects of firm expansion and adaptation, it provides 

only a partial account of consumer evaluations regarding digitally mediated foreign presence in 

institutionally distant contexts. Hence, this thesis assists in structuring the main problem of 

conceptualizing the gap between firm-level digital internationalization strategies and consumer-level 

processes of legitimacy construction in emerging markets. International business theory explains the 

expansion and adaptation of firms but fails to satisfactorily explain how consumers in institutionally 

distant contexts assess digitally mediated foreign over present. 
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3. Methodology 

The methodological choices of the study are described in this chapter. The chapter is structured as 

follows: In summary, it illustrates how the annotated methodology aligns with conducting research 

on consumer perceptions of legitimacy and trust in relation to the conduct of digital platforms through 

a Bangladeshi perspective. 

3.1 Research Philosophy and Qualitative Approach 

This is an interpretivism-oriented study. According to Trangbæk and Cecchini (2023), interpretivism 

relates to how people understand social reality and how meanings are formed in specific contexts. 

However, in contrast to the other perspectives, the interpretivist acknowledges these assumptions of 

legitimacy and trust (and foreignness) can also be understood as more subjective. This orientation is 

especially pertinent to the current research as this research explores how Bangladeshi consumers 

reason from their interpretations of foreign non-adaptive brand behaviors on digital platforms 

perceptions of legitimacy and trust. Therefore, a qualitative research approach is suitable in this case. 

Qualitative methods are especially relevant when the aim is to explore meanings, experiences and 

socially embedded processes (Leitch et al., 2019). This is not a thesis setting out to test a particular 

causal model, nor any statistical generalizability. Instead, it explores how visible communication of 

digital brands are perceived by consumers; specifically, the types of signals received from some 

signals of legitimacy and whether this relates to consumer trust and product foreignness perceptions. 

The liability of foreignness theory, the institutional distance theory, and standardization–adaptation 

frameworks reflect each other in their implications for social (cultural) evaluation and contextual 

evaluation. 

Purely quantitative measures of these concepts, especially in the poorly explored empirical setting 

that is Bangladesh, are troublesome to capture. Qualitative inquiry also allows us to investigate how 

legitimacy is constructed through consumer interpretation of digital communication in practice. In 

this respect, methodological choice is tightly coupled with research purpose. Given the thesis's focus 

on consumer perspective of digital internationalization rather than managerial intention or 

organizational performance, qualitative interpretive design provides the most appropriate analytical 

foundation. 
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3.2 Research Design 

Drawing on an exploratory multiple-case study design, this research examines the perception of 

Bangladeshi consumers towards digital marketing activities of global food brands. Consumer 

perception of these issues and how it affects legitimacy and trust. As the context of this study is most 

appropriate for a case study research, in which a contemporary phenomenon is being investigated 

within its real-life context, and where the boundaries between the phenomenon and the context are 

not clearly evident (Urbinati et al., 2020). For example, in the current research phenomenon, the 

impact of digital platform interactions on consumer legitimacy and trust-building perceptions. The 

context is the Bangladeshi emerging market and the international food brand's online presence. Since 

these dimensions interweave in close proximity, a case study design is appropriate for the research 

problem. The study is comparative, as it compares two international brands rather than one case. 

Multiple case studies go beyond analyzing a single illustrative example, allowing the researchers to 

independently note similarities and differences across cases. This also increases the analytical value 

of the study as it enables comparisons between how consumers process competing forms of digital 

brand communication in similar institutional contexts. These studies focus on either specific 

managerial decisions or processes at the firm level, and this research examines consumers' 

interpretation of digital communication in a developing country context. Observations of online 

behaviors in this area of how digital platforms affect the research are presented as follows: social 

media positions local and export adverts influencers accreditation claims (also known as eco-

certifications) language utilization, communication with brands through Facebook-related media are 

most visible on Instagram. 

Such an exploratory case study design is especially useful when prior research has some boundary 

limitations or when a phenomenon has not yet been sufficiently understood in this specific context. 

While there are extensive studies on digital internationalization, the existing literature has been 

mostly focused on how firms strategically enact these technologies to their advantage instead of how 

consumers make sense of the signals associated with a firm's legitimacy digitally in an emerging 

market firm context. Thus, this study uses an exploratory design on a very specific intersection of 

international business theory and operationalization — that which relates to digital communication 

— and ultimately formed consumption. The comparative case study design was also appropriate to 

this thesis since "how" questions are relevant to this thesis. At the center of our research question, we 

address how interactions with digital platforms can create perceptions of legitimacy and trust among 
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Bangladeshi consumers. The methodology of such questions is a well-fitted case study, as there is 

little broad quantification, but a lot of interpretation needed in depth. Therefore, this design not only 

contributes to answering the specific research questions, but it also fulfills the overarching aim of the 

research—enabling explorations of consumer perceptions in a real-life market context. Most 

significantly, the aim of this research is not to compile an incremental account of the 

internationalization and functioning of the firms under investigation or the evaluation of their global 

business performance. Instead, it notes the way consumers react to their external-facing digital 

messaging. Thus, the focus of a case study design allows for insight into consumer views of digital 

mediation of legitimacy construction. 

. 

3.3 Research Context 

3.3.1 Bangladesh as the Empirical Setting 

The empirical context of this study is Bangladesh — one of the world's biggest emerging consumer 

markets, with a growing middle class and, in particular, a high rate of social media penetration. 

Descriptively, it is a market with a stronger cultural and institutional distance compared to Denmark, 

which may complicate the legitimacy-building process and trust formation for foreign subsidiaries 

(Rahman et al., 2018). This chapter discussed and highlighted, as depicted in the literature review, 

that Bangladesh is an emerging economy with rapid development at the moment, with a high internet 

penetration rate, lots of smartphone users, and people are becoming more dependent on the internet 

via social media platforms, leading to a growing consumer market (Kowsar & Jahangir, 2025). This 

makes these developments important because digital platforms become the core equivalent of other 

channels to reach consumers and influence their taste between domestic versus international brands. 

Meanwhile, Bangladesh itself is showing some fundamentally classic signs of emerging market 

behaviour. Institutional trust nurturing, frame-building, regulatory enforcement and consumer 

protections need to be iterated/adaptive in many realms where levels of institutional trust vary widely 

across settings and sectors (Mridha et al., 2025). These consumers are not only expected to make a 

cognitive, declarative brand statement and symbolic interpretation of the brand but also they will view 

the themed activity word of mouth, peer-to-peer discussion as credible indicators of foreign brands 

in social media. Hence, Bangladesh provides us the context to study how trust and legitimacy 

consciousness behaves within digital consumer ecosystems. This also applies to the distance area of 
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contextual distance. Bangladesh is a socio-cultural and institutional distinct market; however, the 

brands chosen are representative of (western) institutional environments (Hossain, 2022). The close 

proximity of this invites theorizing such research by providing an opportunity to explore whether 

these digital interactions can ameliorate perceived separation and to assess whether they support the 

type of depersonalization of the brand as an alien thing that impairs trust. The empirical setting 

consists of two comparative international consumer food brands, such as earnest Arla Food & Dan 

Cake present in Bangladesh with appreciable online prominence. They also represent foreign brands 

that have made digital progress in Bangladesh.  

3.3.2 The Food and Dairy Industry 

We chose the food and dairy sectors due to their dependence on consumer trust, perceptions of 

product quality, and the symbolic legitimacy associated with brands (Khan, 2019). When we cross-

analyze these strategies with conventional criteria of market segmentation, the differences become 

relatively clear because food products in particular require a stronger functional credibility (quality, 

safety, certification) on top of emotional brand positioning compared to fashion or lifestyle industries, 

making digital communication relatively targetable for these types of communicative content (Brown, 

2008). This is why trust has become a central factor for consumer decision-making in food markets. 

Therefore, foreign food brands may face higher legitimacy challenges than some other consumer 

categories since consumers are especially selective when assessing products that participants will 

personally consume. The compatibility of this domain with the study is that digital platform practices 

may signal functional and symbolic legitimacy — providing a clear motivation for investigating 

function as an element that might also partake in processes involving signals. On the contrary, 

functional signals can convey product quality assurances, certification claims, and information about 

a product (Tammisto, 2017), while symbolic signals can communicate culturally relevant messages 

and/or local interest material (including celebrity endorsements) (Tammisto, 2017). From the 

perspective of legitimating trust in the food and dairy industry, digital communicative practices play 

a promotional role and can be positioned at the center of the intersection between legitimacy and trust 

formation. Possibly the research can be directed towards investigating brands' digital communication 

attributes among consumers in regard to international food brands in Bangladesh, about their quality 

concern, familiarity, and credibility of food brands. This does fit the question of the research itself 

and the right context of the actual situation. 
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3.3.3 Defining Digital Platform Interactions 

Within platform literature, platforms are typically defined as multi-sided environments that bring 

together multiple brands, influencers, consumers, and other participants. The two-way comm. The 

system helps circulate the contents by being sustained, being seen by the users, and continued activity 

from both ends of the platform ecosystem over time. The digital platform functions as an 

interdisciplinary process where foreign brands are mediated, evaluated, and interpreted socially. In 

this study, the concept of digital platform interactions refers to visible types and forms of brand 

communication through social contact as well as with-post-quality engagements on digital platforms, 

particularly channels focused on SMM such as Facebook and Instagram. That includes social media 

posts, local advertisements, shots at visual storytelling, promotional campaigns, certifying claims for 

brands, and regional languages such as English in Bangladesh or Spanish in the USA. Influencer 

collaboration through user-generated content and interaction among the companies works through 

comments and reactions over social media messages. These activities are relevant as they comprise 

the digital context through which consumers learn about and respond to foreign brands (Bala & 

Verma, 2018). This definition is important because the study does not examine digitalization in a 

broad technological sense. What draws particular attention to the digital practices that are visible from 

the consumer side and thus allow a perception in terms of legitimacy, trust, and foreignness? Thus, 

features of the platform, which enable visibility, interactions, localized communication, and peer 

engagement, reinforce consumer perceptions in an emerging market. 

3.4 Case Selection Rationale 

In qualitative work, cases should be theoretically rather than statistically representative (Yin, 2018). 

A purposive sampling strategy was, therefore, adopted. However, it needs to be clarified first that this 

study does not consider Arla Foods and Dan Cake as organizational cases requiring internal firm-

level data. Rather, the two brands act as reference points, in perception, for working out the way 

Bangladeshi consumers follow, by associating themselves with the practices of international food 

brands on digital platforms. The empirical data consists mainly of consumer interviews in addition to 

publicly available digital content from the social media channels of each brand to contextualize 

consumer feedback. 

This design is a comparative qualitative study of consumer perceptions in two brand contexts, rather 

than a multiple case study of firms. The rationale behind selecting these two brand contexts is 



29 

 

theoretical: First, institutional distance. Institutionally distant Western brands include, for example, 

Arla Foods and Dan Cake. This, in turn, allows for examination of consumer responses through the 

lenses of country-of-origin and institutional distance in relation to uniquely different regulatory, 

cultural and trust landscapes of Bangladesh. Second, the precedence of product category as they are 

all in the food and dairy realm where good safety, health, reliability and so on are only acceptable 

when very close to trustworthiness/legitimacy. This creates grounds for analytical reasons that spark 

trust using digital signals. Third, visible digital presence since the practice of undeterred and localized 

digital communication in Bangladesh is present in both Facebook, Messenger and Instagram for each 

specific audience of these brands. That visibility is an essential element of the consumer meaning-

making work performed by us all over digital practices. Fourth, comparable but differentiated 

profiles. Despite being two brands with a global brand presence, they are in entirely different product 

categories (dairy ingredients for one and packaged cakes for the other) and have provided household 

names in quite unique markets over differing time spans. It enables the management of category 

effects and compares across brands. 

 

Table 3.1: Brand Profile 

Dimension Arla Foods Dan Cake 

Home country Denmark Denmark 

Main business 
Dairy products (milk powder, 

butter, cheese, ghee) 

Packaged cakes, pastries, baked 

goods 

Global presence 

Present in over 100 countries, a 

major European dairy 

cooperative 

Present in 50+ countries; strong in 

Europe, the Middle East, Asia 

Entry into Bangladesh 
Approximately in the 2010s via 

distribution partners 

Approximately 2000s; well-

established 
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Dimension Arla Foods Dan Cake 

Current brand image 

(consumer-facing) 

Premium, healthy, European 

quality, trusted dairy 

Festive, family-oriented, affordable 

indulgence 

Digital platform 

activity 

Active Facebook presence; 

localized Bengali content; recipe 

posts 

Very active on Facebook & 

Instagram; influencer 

collaborations; festive campaigns 

Primary consumer 

perception gap to 

explore 

Is "premium European dairy" 

trusted or seen as distant? 

Is "foreign cake" seen as authentic 

or as processed? 

 

3.5 Data Collection 

The primary data for this study consist of semi-structured interviews with Bangladeshi consumers. 

So, a purposive sampling strategy is used to identify participants who can inform the research 

questions outlined in this study. In qualitative studies, purposive sampling is appropriate if the 

research goal is to create a sample of information-rich participants who have experience with the 

subject of study (Urbinati et al., 2020). The context this thesis is particularly interested in concerns 

consumers' interpretation of international food brands' digital platform practices for delivering their 

goods and services in Bangladesh. The last few statements are as follows: Sampling strategy is 

determined by conceptual relevance not by numeric representativeness. Respondents are targeted 

specifically based on certain aspects: what they say and do over such branding using digital platforms 

that act as evidence, allowing one an understanding how they encounter, understand and evaluate 

foreign brands through the medium of specific platforms. All participants must meet specific general 

criteria to participate in the study. First of them, they need to be Bangladeshi consumer who has an 

awareness regarding at least one brand among the selected ones. If so, there should be some 

preliminary exposure to the digital spaces that these brands live and operate in — social media, in 

terms of things like Facebook or Instagram channels. It finally allows them an opportunity for 

reflection on how the new forms of communication with branded entities in digital spaces have 

affected their trust, legitimacy, and foreignness. This reason for sampling is especially pertinent as 
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the thesis makes no claim to know how prevalent certain attitudes are in the larger population. It aims 

to explore what this means for involving in online consumer interaction, as well as its connection 

with trust and legitimacy. The diversity of the participants was a clear motive behind this research. 

On the other hand, if this populations have differing perspectives such a way that a pool jointly 

demographic and work type buyer dynamic occur on social media. This distinction allows you to find 

out if customer segments evaluate foreign brands in a diverse way. To understand whether the 

customer segments have different perceptions regarding foreign brands. A less savvy customer would 

put their money on brand equity, or a friend referral rather than what a millennial in the influencer 

marketing sphere reads about. 

The thesis will require both Primary and Secondary data collection. The data we collect will be of the 

primary type as semi-structured interviews with Bangladeshi consumers who are aware of firms that 

how they know about foreign brands and attitudes towards the foreign brands on their experience. 

Interview guides will be in line with the theoretical framework by addressing broad questions. 

Interviews will be conducted with various customer experiences. Interviews are to be conducted 

through Digital Mediums like Zoom and Google Meet. Before taking the interview, full consent will 

be taken from the interviewee to keep their privacy and confidentiality. The secondary data will be 

gathered from publicly available sources on the internet, such as corporate websites, company annual 

reports, marketing material, platform presence (number of views and likes), trade publications, and 

industry reports, etc. 

3.6.1 Primary Data: Semi-Structured Interviews 

The main data consists of about 10 semi-structured interviews with the target Bangladeshi population. 

This brings us nicely to semi-structured interviews, as these generally provide a nice middle ground 

whereby they maintain a good mix of structure/ focus and flexibility/ freedom. They assist the 

researcher to analyze pre-decided themes but also allow respondents to elaborate on their own 

thoughts, experiences, and interpretations in completeness. We designed the interview guide 

deductively from the theoretical framework (Uppsala, LOF, institutional distance, standardizat ion–

adaptation) and consisted of five sections: brand awareness; perceptions of foreignness; digital 

content exposure; trust and legitimacy cues; and (5) localization effects on purchase intention. 

Rounding off each interview into 15–25 minutes. While this may seem like a short span, three 

rationales stand. RQ solicited limited, specific translations of digital signals as opposed to life 

histories; this is within a timeframe at which thematic saturation around key concepts are reached (as 
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preliminary interviews verify) and the participants' sample to herald trends across interviews are 

intended to normalize interview length. Shorter focused interviews are therefore both 

methodologically appropriate and practical within the Bangladeshi context, as the study is 

exploratory, not causal. 

Participant 
Interview 

Method 
Date Duration 

Transcript 

Length 
Main Themes Discussed 

P1 Zoom 
19th April 

2026 
16 min 2 pages 

Localized content, trust, brand 

familiarity 

P2 Google Meet 
20th April 

2026 
19 min 2 pages 

Foreignness, digital engagement, 

quality perception 

P3 Zoom 

22nd 

April 

2026 

20 min 2 pages 
Bangla language use, legitimacy, 

and online advertising 

P4 Google Meet 

22nd 

April 

2026 

17 min 1 pages 
Family themes, trust, local 

relevance 

P5 Zoom 

23rd 

April 

2026 

20 min 2 pages 
Cultural adaptation, purchasing 

influence 

P6 Google Meet 
24th April 

2026 
18 min 2 pages 

International quality, influencer 

marketing 

P7 Zoom 
25th April 

2026 
17 min 2 pages 

Brand credibility, supermarkets, 

online visibility 

P8 Zoom 
26th April 

2026 
16 min 2 pages 

Ramadan campaigns, emotional 

connection 

P9 Google Meet 
27th April 

2026 
19 min 2 pages 

Family culture, food trust, and 

localization 

P10 Zoom 
28th April 

2026 
17 min 1 pages 

Global image, Bangla 

communication, authenticity 
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Interviews happen online, and for that, Zoom or Google Meet (or any video conferencing platform) 

is used. The online mode is also appropriate, convenient, and congruent with the broader focus of the 

study on digitally mediated contexts for consumers. The interviews, which lasted between 15 and 25 

min depending on participant responses, to obtain approximately 18 pages of interview transcripts 

and qualitative primary data of between 3500–3700 words (depending on how expansive each 

response was). With the participant's consent, interviews were audio recorded and transcribed. 

Accurate preservation and systematic analysis depend on what the record and transcribe will reveal. 

Participants were told information about the study before each interview, that it was voluntary, and 

that their answers would be confidential. 

3.6.2 Secondary Data 

Secondary data would be used to support the interview content and frame the background of the 

digital presence of the selected brands. Secondary materials in case study research play the role of 

providing broader empirical framing of primary accounts as well as being a resource for 

supplementation, triangulation, and contextualization of interview evidence. 

Secondary Data Source 
Amount 

Reviewed 
Approx. Pages/Posts Main Analytical Themes 

Official Facebook posts 

of Arla Foods 

Bangladesh 

65 posts  65 posts/screenshots 

Localized marketing, family 

themes, trust signals, 

consumer engagement 

Official Instagram posts 

of Arla Foods 

Bangladesh 

28 posts  28 posts/screenshots 

Visual branding, lifestyle 

positioning, cultural 

adaptation 

Official Facebook posts 

of Dan Cake Bangladesh 
52 posts  52 posts/screenshots 

Snack culture, promotional 

campaigns, local relevance 

Official Instagram posts 

of Dan Cake Bangladesh 
20 posts  20 posts/screenshots 

Youth-oriented branding, 

visual communication 

Brand advertisements 

and campaign materials 

15 campaign 

materials 

 30 

pages/slides/screenshots 

Emotional branding, 

Ramadan/Eid campaigns, 

quality communication 



34 

 

Secondary Data Source 
Amount 

Reviewed 
Approx. Pages/Posts Main Analytical Themes 

Brand websites and 

product pages 

2 official 

websites 

reviewed 

 40 pages 
Product information, 

certifications, brand identity 

Annual reports and 

corporate documents 

3 reports 

reviewed 
 110 pages 

Corporate reputation, 

quality assurance, 

international presence 

Trade publications and 

industry reports 
6 reports/articles  75 pages 

Market trends, consumer 

behavior, digital marketing 

trends 

Publicly available 

branding and digital 

engagement materials 

12 sources  45 pages 
Digital legitimacy, brand 

trust, consumer interaction 

 

They are useful, because the research examines certain obvious interactions with digital platforms 

that consumers will be aware of and can experience.  

3.7 Data Analysis 

Data analysis will be done using thematic analysis based on the Gioia methodology (Gioia et al., 

2013), which allows systematic analysis of both primary and secondary data with the goal of 

enhancing analytical rigor and triangulation. It comprises semi-structured consumer interview data 

(10 in Bengali, which have been transcribed and translated into English). This will consist of three 

levels of coding (1) first-order concepts from the words of the participants, (2) second-order themes 

built from first-order concepts, and (3) third-order themes distilled into aggregate theoretical 

constructs interpreted from the perspective of liability of foreignness, institutional distance theory, 

and standardization–adaptation framework. What secondary data has been compiled of Arla Foods 

Bangladesh and Dan Cake Bangladesh from their Facebook and Instagram feeds over a period of six 

months is publicly available content on social media, such as social media posts and their captions, 

along with images, videos, and engagement data. This data will be qualitatively analyzed to 
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characterize patterns of localization cues (e.g., Bengali language usage, references to local festivals, 

influencer partnerships), standardization cues (e.g., consistency of the global logo, use of English 

captions, global campaigns), and signals of trust/legitimacy (e.g., safety certificates, endorsements 

from users, response to comments). There are two types of triangulation: methodological 

triangulation where themes deriving from the interviews are mapped against patterns in digital 

content, in order to explore convergence or divergence (e.g., if most consumers consider a (niche 

brand) to be highly localized but the content analysis shows almost no adaptation to market 

conditions, this would be an important finding) and data source triangulation across consumer 

segments (age, gender, digital literacy) and across the two brands. Lastly, a matrix is structured for 

each theme (perceived foreignness, trust signal, localization effectiveness, and purchase intention) 

with sorrows Arla Foods and Dan Cake to facilitate the systematic assessment of similarities and 

differences in the way consumers rationalize these digital experiences between brands. Such a mixed 

methods approach will ensure that secondary data are not viewed as second-best, but rather 

systematically used to contextualize interview analysis in larger contexts and validate findings and 

serve to provide qualitatively deep context. 

3.8 Connecting theory with data analysis 

A major contribution of this study is that this study class’s empirical themes into the theoretical 

variance of international business. Coding is the mechanism through which concepts emerge in the 

data. In the interpretation phase, we are directly linking our results to some element of our study's 

conceptual framework. These applications of inductive coding and theory-based interpretation 

substantiate the work's contribution to rich interpretation. Rather than discussing perception at a 

consumer level, the analysis serves to fill or advance (theoretical) understandings of digital 

internationalization within emerging markets, and one (or some) of the key components of that debate 

typically are 'consumer perspective,' etc. 

3.9 Ethical Considerations 

Ethics, a major consideration for this study, is the ethical aspects given that the research involves 

human subjects. The purpose(s) of research and that participation is totally voluntary and may be 

withdrawn from the study at any time without penalty will be disclosed to participants. Informed 

consent will be collected before each interview. The respondent are not going to be put on their names 



36 

 

in the thesis, instead, they will be referred to as the first letter for surname and the order number of 

the three letters (P1-P4) They take notes on what they observe (this is also private, no one else outside 

the faculty team has access to this, they'll use them to help with transcribing the recordings) and audio 

files will also be saved for transcripts. All quotations used in the thesis will be anonymized. You will 

preserve the privacy and autonomy of our participants throughout the study, though. 

. 

4. Findings and Analysis 

This chapter presents the empirical results of this study and analysis how these digital platform 

practices apply also for Bangladeshi consumers in an emerging market context as well. Consistent 

with the interpretivist and qualitative nature of this study, this chapter aims to summarize participant 

responses but also identifies consistent interpretive patterns in the interviews themselves and 

demonstrates how these relate to concepts of trust, legitimacy, and foreignness. This analysis is 

experimentally oriented, and the main research question articulated by this paper is: how do practices 

of international food brands on digital platforms are locally understood by Bangladeshi consumers 

and hence what kinds of symbols of trust, legitimization and foreignness do such practices produce 

in the context of an emerging market? At the second tier, the question decomposes into two sub-

questions about localized digital marketing content, perceptions of source credibility and trust, and 

how these interpretations align along levels of foreignness in the content, along with the reassurance 

of localness. 

It is based on semi-structured interviews conducted with ten Bangladeshi consumers varying across 

social and occupational backgrounds. Among the respondents are few university students, one banker, 

one homemaker/housewife, one small shop owner and some other people with jobs starting with a 

master's student in Chattogram, corporate employee based in Dhaka, a school teacher from Rajshahi 

and then another from Cumilla who is serving in the age of freelancing. That range is one of the 

empirical materials, and it allows the study to obtain different consumers interpretation of digital 

communication from some select brands. 

During interviews, respondents tended to have some familiarity with Arla Foods as well as Dan 

Cake—although at a lower level than Arla—and given mostly relevant and similar exposure in off-
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market sources, though with accounts of more tangible day-to-day consumption relative to each 

respective consumer experience or digital presence.  

The analysis results in 5 main themes. First, as a precursor to the interpretation of localized digital 

content as evidence of relevance and interest in the local marketplace. Second, creation of trust 

through professionalism, transparency, and visible quality cues. Third, an understanding of 

legitimacy according to appropriateness with regards to Bangladeshi consumers, acceptability, and 

fitting into the national discourse. Fourth, while foreignness was ever present, the distance afforded 

by digital communication frequently turned it into a more positive signifier. Finally, the consumers 

were willing to try or purchase with digital presence mainly through slowly getting used to it and 

having gained trust. Using a cross-case comparison of Arla Foods and Dan Cake, the chapter clarifies 

and illustrates how the combination of analogical features in consumer-facing media produced similar 

but fairly divergent nuanced meanings for two brands.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 4.1 – Gioia coding structure: from participant language to theoretical dimensions. 

First-order concepts 

(participant language) 
Second-order themes Aggregate dimensions 

“Bangla captions make a foreign brand feel 

closer” (P3); “They use local recipes and 

Ramadan themes” (P1) 

Localized digital 

content as signal of 

relevance 

Digital localization as 

legitimacy bridge 

“Professional looking page builds trust” 

(P7); “Certifications reassure quality” (P4) 

Trust through 

professionalism, 

Trust construction via 

digital cues 
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First-order concepts 

(participant language) 
Second-order themes Aggregate dimensions 

transparency, quality 

cues 

“The brand fits Bangladeshi family life” 

(P9); “Seems appropriate for our culture” 

(P2) 

Legitimacy as cultural 

appropriateness 
Perceived legitimacy 

“Foreign means better hygiene and 

standards” (P5); “Foreignness feels less 

distant now” (P10) 

Foreignness as positive 

signifier 
Negotiated foreignness 

“I saw their posts for months before trying” 

(P8); “Repeated exposure builds 

familiarity” (P6) 

Gradual trust → 

purchase intention 
Behavioral outcome 

 

The five second‑order themes shown in Table 4.1 map directly to the sub‑sections of this chapter (4.1 

to 4.6). This means that you analyze each theme using quotations of participants and discuss them 

through the theoretical framework of the study. 

 

4.1 Localized digital content: a marker of relevance, recognition to 

consumers 

One of the most persistent findings from across the interviews was that Bangladeshi consumers 

perceived international food brands' digital touchpoints as non-specific marketing materials. They 

will instead assess whether the content appears to be created for people like them. Participants did 

this in terms of visibility but also whether the communication felt Bangladeshi – reflected local 

language, family life and cultural references and depicted household consumption practices familiar 
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to a Bangladeshi audience. According to data, localized filmmaking was an important relevance 

signal that worked in favor.  

This pattern climbed in a loop into complete participants of every age, employment, and interest with 

respect to the years of digital activity. P1 described the Arla advertisements as "a foreign brand 

attempting for local balance". While it was evident from the feel of the ads that they were 

international, flashy shots with a local family theme made them uniquely Bangladeshi. P4 also 

presented a parallel perspective by highlighting communications being used for Arla that focus on 

children, mothers, healthy lifestyles and family tied together with a contextual portrayal of bonding 

in Bangladeshi culture. In addition to these examples, P5 highlighted Ramadan and Eid campaigns 

as other instances of local adaptation where the campaigns consumer perception that the brand takes 

local lifestyles and traditions into account. These responses suggest that localization went beyond 

choice of style and is seen as proof of the seriousness with which a brand was attempting to engage 

with whatever cultural construct exists within the target market. 

One especially proportionate aspect in this theme deals with the value of Bangla Language. Many 

participants stated Bangla to be one of the strongest proxy markers for being locally relevant. 

Language was a tangible, material concern, at both the practical and symbolic levels. From an applied 

perspective, it rendered much of the content digestible to a broader consumer base. It demonstrated 

that the brand is trying to find a way into the heads of Bangladeshi consumers as opposed to being 

what they naturally say. According to P3, the Bangla captions make a foreign brand feel "closer and 

easier to relate." Instead of only communicating in English internally, P4 pointed out that the 

consumers are more interested in brands speaking a familiar language. P8 indicated that many 

consumers may perceive these foreign brands as only catering to the upper and English-speaking 

classes as they do not use Bangla. The addition of Bangla we’ll also just say the P10 added that these 

industries in Bangladesh are Bangla language is important keeps it from guilty faces latter features 

less snobby. All together, these responses indicate that local language serves as a powerful inclusion 

signal. Translation is not purely regarded by consumers — rather, it is defined in terms of whether 

the brand is speaking to them as an intended target. 

Make localization visible with family-centered themes and cultural references. Many of them said 

that the brands they picked, especially Arla, often use narratives about family life, children, home 

cooking and health — togetherness. As soon as these themes came, the brands became more rooted 

in everyday Bangladeshi household life with them. Arla’s ad strategy reaches Bangladeshi family 
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culture by tapping closely into the narratives of children, mothers and healthy lifestyle, which is 

aligned with P4 goals as well. P9 similarly noted that as Arla has focused on Bangladeshi family 

values cultivated through local food culture to elicit the induced feeling of connectedness. P8 also 

highlighted that during Ramadan and Eid, the same localized- almost generic- culturally contextual 

themes emerge on these days as family situations over-impacting programming during this time, 

creating a greater visibility within content associated to ‘feeling emotionally attached. This means 

that localization is not just about language, but rather the symbolic world of your brand needs to 

correspond with local social and cultural standards. 

Another common element was investigating local food cultures and recipes. This was interpreted by 

participants as a presentence, the incorporation of overseas food brands into familiar patterns of 

consumption. Specifically, P1 referred to geo-specific recipes within the context of Arla and, we 

observed family-related food providing messages that were intended towards Bangladeshi consumers 

which also came out from both P8 & P9. This is a surprisingly informative takeaway, as it shows 

localization goes beyond the mere language or visual presentation departments. Simultaneously, it 

operates through brand work, integrating its products with existing local food practices. Placing goods 

inside customs of comfort foods from practice feeds, the brand occasionally solves cultural ambiguity 

in part by sucking down on overseas products.  

The data also showed that participants did not want the localization to sand down the foreign brand 

to its barest bones. Among the most thrilling, in fact, is the hybrid presentation and presentation 

worldwide are where the consumers often seek; when it comes to communication and relevance, they 

appear more local than with international. It was then P6 made a super easy declaration that 

"consumers want global quality, as well local relevance."P9 stated that they thought the brand had 

been positioning itself towards Bangladeshi consumers quite overtly in their initial communications 

strategy, but it felt globally positioned overall. And maybe this similar part of the big picture fits to 

keep an aspirational / premium image. P10 compared to the global content with Bangla captions, but 

local stories were meant to be somewhere in a blissful spot where they produced better quality 

production combined and synergized the world scale of interest but also had localized flavor. That 

means that the ideal condition for digital is not when it becomes totally local but instead when it 

transforms foreign brand equity into locally understandable forms. Foreign brands don't get a pass on 

leaving. They do not only dislike the foreign, but they want it to become significant before it is of 

concern and socially available. 
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These results are specifically relevant based on the theoretical models applied to this study. The 

standardization–adaptation argues that many internationalization strategies are based on whether 

firms should pursue global consistency versus more local adaptation. Consumer interviews point to 

qualitative data indicating that neither total standardization nor complete adaptation may be the 

correct answer. The negative consumer, on the other hand, needs moderation around the global nature 

of digital communication where brand has knowledge of a global character and supports local 

language, culture & consumer lives. 

At the same time, the interview material unveils a great sin, as no localization can ever surpass what 

was preserved. Several people cautioned against local language and culture sounding like some sort 

of performative improvised kitsch or anything. Consumers can have an immediate gut feel about the 

authenticity of anything that flashes on-screen, whenever it is something Bangla or local (P2). P6 and 

P10 expressed slightly less specific criticism, emphasizing that localization ought to be both tactical 

and organic. They test if the adaptation finds a place in story, they find plausibility. The above only 

holds true consumers believe you are making a good faith attempt and actually trying to participate 

in the game rather than simply dispatching an imitative missive with cliches they’ve heard for 

decades. 

Simultaneously, consumer responses to localized content are also mildly heterogeneous. P3, P8 & 

P10: younger and relatively more digitally native expressed Bangla caption, family narrative-based 

strategy, or anything which created emotional resonance in immediate mind was crucial to them while 

building the brand identity. 

In addition, older / home-maker respondents such as P4 and P9 associated localization with family 

relevance (home consumption), knowledgeable about the local food culture. That is not contradictory 

but shows that the localized communication works with other consumer groups by differentiating 

somewhat in terms of interpretive paths. There is an increase in relatability or even emotional distance 

between younger consumers. While, on the other hand, consumers are older or with more families 

could confirm the situation and domestic compatibility. However, in both instances localization is 

involved to help the brand stand a better chance at being relevant to Bangladeshi life. 

A useful observation, localization appears to be the signal of early-stage legitimacy. Consumers will 

never establish trust via depths of knowledge before they come asking if the brands are interested in 

recognizing them as a friend. If yes, we can consider it socially acceptable and marketable. Not that 

localization is the sole means of building trust or legitimacy, but it tends to be the initial step in the 
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process for brands to get their established presence here. As such, localized digital content serves as 

a bridge between what the foreign brand identity has laid down and how the local consumer concludes 

it. It does not demean the international image of this brand but comparatively twists that very trait. 

This is highly relevant to the main research question of this thesis, which looks into how digital 

platforms practice establish perceptions of trust, legitimacy and foreignness among consumers in an 

emerging market context. 

Bangladeshi consumers potentially expressing locally meaningful digital material as a strong cue that 

outbound food brand communications have encoded in what is most appropriate, yet with palpable 

meaning to Bangladesh provides further consistency between these subsections of evidence. The call 

of the Bangla language, family-led themes and festivals, food tuple are now adding to a relatable 

product space from the consumer end more connected than during social distancing. The reverse, as 

well as the other half of the interviews, also demonstrates that consumers do not wish foreign brands 

to absolutely act like a local brand. They seek a hybrid network which synthesizes universal quality 

signals and local relevance. In turn, localization thus appeared as a short form for a specific branding 

strategy, but also as a socio-cultural and analytical register through which international food brands 

emerged more legible, more relatable, and more discursive of Bangladeshi local consumption 

sentiments. 

4.2 Trust as professionalism, transparency and quality assurance 

The second worrying theme is trust. In all of the interviews, trust as something unthinking and 

simplistic based on the nationality — or visibility — of a brand was not referenced. Instead, 

participants frequently articulated the belief that trust must be earned and that it can be developed 

through observable indicators. Some other top indicators of a brand worthy of an online trust include 

honest communication, transparent product information, a professional customer experience, 

consistency across platforms, and evidence of quality. It demonstrates that consumers check off the 

boxes if brands seem to be serious, responsible, and credible online. 

P1 noted that clear pages containing useful information are important for professional 

communication, whilst those filled with unlikely claims are less so, and the comments gain relevance. 

P4 mentioned that she believes social media is not enough to sway her entirely and believes in the 

‘effective communication’ and thoroughness of the information. P9 expanded on trust, indicating how 

the factors relevant to trust were long-term gain will be likely, and if consistent actions and reputation 
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build trust, so do repeat proclamation claims, or consistent complaints destroy trust. Such responses 

suggest that foreign food brands are not fully trusted by consumers. Instead, they rely on digital 

signals to determine whether or not the brand can be trusted. 

An important part of this issue is product-related assurance. Participants regarding the food and dairy 

industry constantly mentioned certification, nutrition information, ingredients, hygiene cues, and 

detailed product specs as not just relevant but critical as well. From the P6 viewpoint, a key aspect is 

transparency of sourcing and nutrition around the products, because this helps make a credible brand. 

As per P7, certifications and product particulars have become additional proof components that 

enhance confidence levels for customers regarding safety features, in addition to quality 

characteristics of food. P4 further explained that users, who are more conscious of their health, are 

very concerned about certifications and disclosures. These responses have indicated that in the food 

categories, the perceived degree of danger and seriousness of a product are closely related to 

consumers’ concern. Smart brands are well informed that an attractive face isn't enough; they must 

also ensure that the product is safe, controlled, and prudently manufactured. 

Participants also mentioned the significance of using a professional visual representation in brand 

promotion. A professional image was often welcomed as evidence that the company has been there 

and done that right. For instance, P7 argued that professional advertisements help to create the brand 

image that the firm is serious and does not compromise quality standards. As per P8, professional-

looking content and qualifications make the products look more premium and safer.  As a matter of 

fact, participants often describe the quality of a digital presentation as directly representing the quality 

of the underlying good and the sophistication of the manufacturer itself. 

Building trust takes time is another strong pattern in the interviews. Handling of exploring brands or 

products, respondents engaged with a more subtle message around building trust from a single, 

particular advertisement. Not a single massive punchy narrative — but a steady commitment to 

repeat, repeat, repeat — a doing the identical day-in-and-day-out, accumulating optimistic indicators 

over the long-term. P5 noted that in-app ads, even if they do not translate to immediate sales, allow 

the consumer to psychologically prime the brand within the consumer's mind, creating and fostering 

familiarity and trust in the brand over time. Ads running on the net, P7 stated, helped remind shoppers 

about the goods over time and created familiarity. P10 had also said there can be a time lag in social 

media building credibility. This means that trust in the digital is incremental and processual. It gets 

shown over a period of time and is not served in individual doses. 
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This theme gives the answers to one of the most important aspects of the primary research question. 

The practices of the digital platform, as influential, are ones that lead to greater exposure of their 

signals, through which consumers can assess trustworthiness. Instead, making the possibility of a 

feeling predicated on professionalism and transparency of information and certainty that the product 

will always be consistent from one purchase to another.  

4.3 Trust signals unique to the platform based on social proof and 

public ratings 

This is an important finding because it means that consumers meet brands not in isolation bubble, but 

rather within a public social ecosystem. P3- Acknowledged that online effectiveness is important to 

Gen-Z, brands with mass reach become inherently trustworthy by default; they have many followers, 

likes, and collaborations with social media influencers. P8 explained that a good interaction will lead 

the consumers to think positively towards the brand, and if it is continuously promoted by the 

influencer, then consumers trust those products; therefore, they think those are trendy. P10 

emphasized that good customer reviews translate into confidence, whereas ignored complaints 

diminish credibility. These reactions suggest that trust could be based both on what the brand conveys 

and on how the brand is discussed socially in more visible spaces within the digital environment. 

Some participants also seemingly contrasted brand messages with consumers' responses. P1 said that 

customer experiences feel truer than ads. Frequent complaints, P7 said, made him a little wary in the 

moment. P8 observed that potential consumers have a tendency to trust the experiences of others 

before engaging in consumption themselves. This implies comments and reviews serve as an informal 

verification form. Visible public reactions serve consumers by giving them information for 

determining whether the brand is worthy of trust when they must judge the brand's self-presentation. 

Most senior — influencer advertising was relatively less important to younger respondents. P3, P8, 

and P10 all referred to influencer engagement in order to increase familiarity or trust. Influencers 

function like social middlemen, who make foreign brands appear to be more integrated into everyday 

digital life. When respondents didn't elaborate on particular influencers, they viewed influencer 

appearance as evidence that the brand had entered into mainstream societal discourse or youth 

consumer culture. The analytical relevance of this theme is also in that it conveys an understanding 

of what makes trust formation unique in a platform environment.  



45 

 

4.4 Appropriateness and local acceptance 

Fourth major theme with disturbing patterns of perceived legitimacy of brands. In most interviews, 

participants were asked if brands "look" "acceptable and appropriate" for Bangladeshi consumers. 

The consumer-level legitimacy they indicate is a practical judgement on the question is this brand-

consumer fit with consumer life, local consumer expectations, and everyday market reality; it is not 

abstract institutional status in the traditional sense. 

P2 said that the brand’s appearance should look good because when people think about foreign food 

brands, they consider more out of quality and hygiene perspectives. Pointing out that these are more 

acceptable amongst the cosmopolitan, educated, and risk-averse consumers as they essentially 

provide convenience, hygiene & better standards of quality. P7 and P9 gave similar perspectives 

associating local acceptance with quality, consisting of modern packaged food, along with trust in 

branded products. These responses suggest that in this context, legitimacy is strongly connected with 

perceptions of being appropriate or a good match. Consumers are questioning the reliability of the 

brand as well as its fit into Bangladeshi households and consumption habits. 

At the same time, the data validates that legitimacy is broader compared to trust. Trust is typically 

described as the confidence in product quality or brand dependability. Whereas, with legitimacy was 

about whether the brand had a place in the local market and whether it appeared to fit in socially 

within the Bangladesh contexts. Participants often suggested that, for a brand to seem credible, 

because of the family-based communication in advertising and modern food habits, along with 

middle-class aspirations towards sterile and reliable packaged food. The key nuance is, however, that 

all consumers saw legitimacy with an uneven lens. Multiple respondents pointed out price is still a 

problem, and urban and middle-class consumers could be more open to imported or premium products 

than meeting these criteria elsewhere in the country. P7 and P9 also emphasized the price, but they 

have a positive overall image of the brands. It demonstrates that local acceptance is an outcome of 

both material and social impacts. However, even a brand that is both right and good may be prevented 

from being available to various consumer target segments which make up the market. These findings 

matter partly because they respond to a prior, earlier worry of the teacher; it might be useful for 

legitimacy to be more explicit. Legitimacy, in other words, is performed as language of consumption 

here but decidedly verbose with notions of appropriateness, acceptability and local fit. So, the chapter 

shows that the reason they are nominated is not forward-leading touch because of their foreignness 
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or their visibility, but for embracing their communication and symbolism, making them appear 

legitimate "for possible Bangladeshi consumers". 

4.5 Foreignness remains present but becomes less distant 

Fifth, and finally, in the results, one finding is that digital communication does not eliminate 

foreignness. Even when consistently identifying Arla Foods and Dan Cake, participants still classified 

these brands as foreign. Cross-border visual identity, overseas roots, and product segmentation were 

constantly etched in the minds of consumers. Also, this foreignness was sometimes treated negatively. 

In most cases, however, it was to do with positive figures like quality and cleanliness, foreign 

standards, and premium visuals. Digital communication appears to take away the foreignness but 

replace or transform the experiencing strategy. 

P3 said both brands are foreign to the markets but were adapted locally. P10 defined their content in 

the following way: “Digital platforms lessen perceived psychological distances compared to 

traditional advertising”. “Arla seems like a foreign brand which is trying to adapt locally”, also 

reported by P1. These results suggest that one or more of the respondents viewed brands through a 

simple foreign vs local binary. They rather referred to them as hybrids in which they are 

quintessentially global but rendered more voluminous, evident and tangible through digital 

adaptation. 

In fact, the foreignness that was alien to that world had an almost affirmative symbolic value. Four 

of the participants (P2, P5, P7, and P9) commented that foreign branded foods are often linked with 

a higher degree of hygiene, more stringent quality control measures, and an overall level or standard 

of quality in manufacturing. Which means that foreignness as such was not something to be 

eradicated. For brands though, the challenge for foreignness was more about tempering its frigid 

other-worldliness — its social distance. To maintain the international premium price, digital helped 

to improve perception by increasing brand visibility in the daily consumer life. 

Participants explained of social media, which frequently do shorten away the psychological space 

between nearby brands and Bangladeshi people. In the past, he said foreign brands were somewhat 

detached and exclusive to the upper class but today they are beginning to penetrate everyday life. He 

comments that as foreign brands remain a fixture in the digital spaces of everyday life, they cease 

feeling truly foreign and become integrated into mundane consumerist culture. P10 observed that 
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digital platforms reduce psychological distance more than traditional advertising. P7 and P9 made 

similar kinds of observations, which specified everyday promotional advertisements, comments, and 

influencers as making brands transform a lot more well-known. Such recommendations indicate the 

extent to which the repetitive nature of digital presence normalizes foreign brands and integrates them 

into the quotidian digital experience. 

The answers to the second sub-question are presented in this theme. Which communicates as data 

that the foreignness of consumers' interpretation is constructed through lessening distance negativity 

but keeping quality and newness attached to positive, so how they interpret electronic communication.  

4.6 Buying influence: an incremental outcome of familiarity and trust 

Broadly speaking, there was no indication that digital communication is buying right now among 

participants. Instead, they articulated this as a very gradual process whereby repeated impressions, 

familiarity, trust, and curiosity increased the likelihood of trial or purchase of the brand over an 

extended period. These findings imply that instead of immediate persuasion, digital practice primarily 

functions through cumulative familiarity. 

Many of the respondents were clear in linking digital exposure to whether someone was trialing or 

even purchasing in reality. Inspired by the brand's ads and good reputation online, P1 said she sampled 

Arla milk as well. P3 was influenced by what she read on the internet, which made up her mind to 

give Dan Cake products a shot. Similarly, P8 said she tried Dan Cake after seeing repeated adverts 

and reviews online. Repeated exposure to Arla adverts has also sparked P10's interest in trying their 

products too. Some examples in this context convey that digital communication can effectively 

change behavior, but it may take time for you to be influenced. 

In addition, the wider trends that your digital communication exists chiefly to sustain the presence of 

the brand in consumers’ minds. P5 said ads remind the brand, so that more and more people get 

familiar with it and establish confidence in the brand. Likewise, P7 explained that in the long run, 

constant online advertising affects the purchase decisions of people even though they do not make a 

buying decision on the spot. Social media creates familiarity and trust over time, not overnight, 

according to P10. These responses suggest that because they are less pressured directly to buy, digital 

platform practices develop purchasing through establishing mental availability. The brand has gotten 



48 

 

more familiar, easier to trust, and therefore easier for consumers to select when they discover the 

brand on the shelf or shopping online. 

This finding is important as it connects the symbolic perception and the real behavior. The fifth one 

is the establishment of an attitudinal, non-cognitive adaptation outcome (Localization) that agencies, 

to some extent, were not fully responsible for creating, in turn, which leads to four attitudinal 

outcomes (Trust signals, legitimacy, and reduced foreignness). They also mold whether the consumer 

has the intent to try or buy. Therefore, the findings suggest a potential mediation route from exposure 

to familiarity and from familiarity to trust, as well as local adoption before moving to purchase 

behavior. 

4.7 Cross-case comparison: Arla Foods and Dan Cake 

The themes that were described above (4.1–4.6) respond to the research question, because it indicates 

how Bangladeshi consumers, in general, represent the digital practices of international food brands. 

But the question arises — are consumers viewing all international food brands with the same 

perspective? This section compares the two brands that served as the contextual stimulus for this 

study – Arla Foods and Dan Cake – to explore variation within the answer to the RQ. Now, before 

you say, "But you cannot compare brands in this way!” this is not about which brand is "better" or a 

thesis on firm strategy. Rather, it serves two RQ-aligned purposes: 

This shows that all interpretive themes (localization, trust, legitimacy, foreignness, purchase 

intention) perform differently across the brand‑specific variables (product category, communication 

style, etc.). 

It reinforces the thematic framework. If both brands elicited the same perceptions, the results might 

simply be an artefact of one brand. That they are different – yet fall into the same themes- shows the 

robustness and transferability of the themes. 

Table 4.2: Cross-case interpretive comparison 

Dimension Arla Foods Dan Cake 

General image Premium, international, polished Familiar, simple, everyday 
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Dimension Arla Foods Dan Cake 

Main symbolic 

association 
Health, nutrition, family quality 

Snacks, routine consumption, 

accessibility 

Digital presence 
Stronger, more visible, more 

professional 

Simpler, less strong, but increasingly 

visible 

Main trust cues 
Professionalism, nutrition, quality 

assurance 

Familiarity, accessibility, repeated 

visibility 

Localization effect International but locally adapted Familiar and locally approachable 

Consumer outcome 
Stronger premium trust and health 

credibility 

Curiosity, routine acceptance, casual 

trial 

Source: author’s synthesis based on Interviews 1–10.  

In brief, Bangladeshi consumers have specific content when weighing both brands using five identical 

lenses (localization, trust, legitimacy, foreignness, gradual purchase). Thus, it answers the RQ by 

demonstrating how perceptions are not unified but differentially structured by how digital practices 

signal different values, e.g., from premium health (Arla) to daily accessibility (Dan Cake). 

The cross-case difference is analytically significant due to the fact that the digital platform practices 

produce distinctly different interpretations across brands. Several brands symbolize different objects 

because of different communication strategies, despite operating in the same market and industry. 

For discussion purposes, Arla turns more digital visibility into trust, health, and professional 

credibility, whereas Dan Cake turns more of that scale into familiarity and accessibility. At clear case-

level dependencies, this would further confirm that the multiple-case design of the study by 

demonstrating that consumer interpretation is context-dependent on market context as well as on the 

distinctive communicative emphasis of each brand. 

 

 

4.8 Chapter synthesis 
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In sum, the results suggest that Bangladeshi consumers assign significance to international food 

brands' digital platform activities beyond exposure to marketing signals. From the Bangla language, 

family framing, regional recipes, festival-based campaigns to professional page design with 

certifications & comment reviews, influence visibility, and more utilization of tackling on a daily 

basis, makes around 77% consumers articulate the brand as an acceptable entity in their minds if they 

are trustworthy enough, likeable, familiar. This shows that consumer perception is impacted not only 

by the visibility of a brand but also when digital platform practices help manage what that visibility 

means. In other words, the results respond to the research question in four different ways. One, at 

least for Bangladeshi consumers, is the interpretation of localized digital content by Bangladeshi 

consumers as a sign that the brand understands and respects the local market. Secondly, they affect 

trust by visually displaying a trustworthy brand, social proof, and professionalism. The third 

justification of legitimacy emerges when the customers look at the brand as culturally appropriate 

and acceptable for Bangladeshi customers, especially in terms of hygiene, quality, and family 

consumption. Fourth, foreignness is still an element of the brand identity, but it reduces its distance 

and contributes to integrating the foreign brand into the ordinary digital life when performed through 

digital communication processes. These impressions are behaviorally important, since they end up 

putting consumers in an experimental position to try the products at first and ultimately become more 

confident about their decision to buy them. 

Collectively, this chapter supports the overarching premise of this thesis that in emerging markets, 

digital platform practices are important beyond enabling communication from foreign brands because 

they determine how those brands are framed and contextualized for consumers as credible, 

incorporated, and relevant with local meaning, even being of foreign origin. This sets the experiential 

basis for the next chapter, which is likely where you will need to talk about how these results fit into 

liability of foreignness theory, institutional distance theory or the standardization–adaptation 

framework.  

5. Discussion 

This chapter has two sections. In this part, I will answer the research question based on the empirical 

findings. Second, I will discuss those answers with respect to theory, point out some surprising 

findings, and suggest a theoretical model that synthesizes the five themes into a model of how foreign 

brands construct digital legitimacy in emerging markets.  Primary research question: How do 
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Bangladeshi consumers perceive international food brands based on their activities on digital 

platforms, and how does this impact perception of trust, legitimacy, and foreignness from an emerging 

market perspective? 

Answer: For Bangladeshi consumers, international food brands’ practices on the digital platforms 

reflect more on interpretative evidence of presence, relevance, credibility, legitimacy, and distancing 

instead of passive advertising. Digital practices, for their part, influence trust either by signaling 

professionalism or transparency, or by providing social proof (e.g., comments, reviews, endorsement 

by influencers). They signal cultural considerations and local fit (e.g., Bangla language, family, 

festival) and affect legitimacy. They attain foreignness not by erasing it but by reducing the perceived 

distance where foreignness turns into a force for good (quality, hygiene) when presented alongside 

the local adaptation. Shortly, digital platforms help foreignness in transforming from a liability to a 

calculable asset. 

Sub‑Question 1: How do Bangladeshi consumers interpret localized digital marketing content in 

international food brands as a guide for their perceived legitimacy and trust? 

Answer: Consumers interpret localized content using three evaluative filters: (a) linguistic proximity 

(i.e. Bangla captions in the feed signal respect and inclusion); (b) cultural resonance (i.e. family 

themes, Ramadan/Eid content, local recipes signal relevance); and (c) authenticity (i.e. forced or 

superficial localization is rejected) It forms legitimacy by communicating, “does this brand fit our 

life?” and establishing trust by answering the question, “Is this brand legit and serious? Localization 

isn’t a replacement (it is a precondition for legitimacy and trust). 

Sub‑Question 2: How do these interpretations affect the foreign perception and local acceptance of 

the international brands? 

Digital content interpretation does not remove a brand's foreignness from consumers. Rather than 

viewing foreignness as a liability, they consider it a hybrid asset. As soon as a foreign brand employs 

localized digital practices, it is viewed by the consumer as international quality with local relevance. 

Foreignness turns positive (hygiene, standards) as long as it is not perceived as cold and distant. When 

the brand is psychologically proximate, present in digital life without being in local life, more 

acceptance from locals is assured (because the content is making the brand proximate). The ideal is 

a globally local hybrid. 
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5.1 Digital platform practices as mechanisms of interpretation, not just exposure 

The primary major implication of these findings is that practices on digital platforms should not be 

materialized only as growing outlets for increased visibility. Academic literature about the 

digitalization of an international business has been dominated by fast, spread (by scale), cost 

reduction related to physical infrastructure–plenty that you want for increased accessibility. These 

might sound like bold statements about the end of appearances in fostering foreign market entry 

success for international brands venturing into an emerging economy, but new studies suggest that 

they are actually misleading. The competitive law, while crucial to losing profit margins, was 

complemented by visibility at what kind of interpretation was supposed. This distinction is important 

because it's not whether consumers are aware of the brand, but what they glean from it. This is an 

especially relevant point that will help put into context the literature covered in most depth within 

this body of work. Most earlier studies carried on at the firm level with a focus on how companies 

purposefully enact digital technologies. In contrast, the current results elaborate that consumer side 

digital internationalization is both interpretive and relational. As evidence, consumers discriminate 

based on digital role. Whatever is written in Bangla that backs up local relevance serves as evidence, 

high-end designs of pages serve as proof of being accountable, reviews are words stamped as public 

validation, and communication over Facebook pages serves as a golden fleece of reliability. 

Consequently, landmark practices of digital platforms were more than just simple advertisement to 

passive consumers. Consumers can now serve as the foreign brand's judge and jury of sorts through 

them. So, historical stratification becomes a much better social way of arranging digital 

internationalization beyond the unit of the firm strategy and platform efficiency. This result is also 

important because it indicates the significance of platform dimensions. Consumers listened to 

comments, reactions and reviews — as well as influencers using information about a brand only 

provided by the brands themselves with the exception of any content generated by that brand. A brand 

cannot be validated by itself, or simply how it talks about itself; a brand is validated through the 

feelings of those who receive that brand. This supports the concept within the thesis that digital 

platforms being understood as a sort of social place for consumers and audiences where meaning is 

privately instead of publicly consumed. This started with social media advertising effects but then 

grew into a broader understanding of platform-based legitimacy building.  

5.2 Reconsidering liability of foreignness in a digitally mediated market 

These results have important implications for the liability of foreignness theory. Classical 

international business work articulates disadvantages for foreign firms, as they are outsiders to local 
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institutional and social configurations. They have low familiarity, local embeddedness, and 

legitimacy, all of which are generally expected to be offset in the long run by market learning and 

physical presence in these nations (as well as interdependence with host-country networks). The 

current research does not question the principal insight leading to these theorists — that foreignness 

imposes disadvantages, rather it questions the assumption of consumer-side familiarity depending 

predominantly on physical embeddedness. In all the interviews, participants repeatedly mentioned 

that social media and other visible forms of digital communication had minimized the distance 

between foreign brands in comparison to earlier times. Respondents offered various comparisons 

between the current digital environment and one that existed previously, where foreign brands 

somehow felt more distant, more elite, or had not yet taken such a firm hold on the minds of everyday 

consumers. What did not really change was the degrees of true foreignness attributed to the brands; 

Arla Foods and Dan Cake were still referred to as foreign by the participants. That reconfigured the 

experienced distance of that otherness. Foreign brands faced absolutely no barriers for being part of 

the everyday Bangladeshi consumer's lives simply because they advertised, related to the local 

language, and told stories that related to these familial and North American-oriented products in ways 

that drew consumer interest. This specification is a substantial advancement over the liability of 

foreignness theory. In contrast, we find that running platform strategies pleases domestic audiences 

while lessening the social and psychological burdens of being foreign, without altering the foreign 

nature of a brand. This is important because it moves the analysis away from foreignness in itself as 

a barrier and foreignness as communicated. Just because a brand that is foreign uses Bangla captions 

or is on Facebook, this does not in any concrete way make it more local, but still foreign. It will be 

consumer goods and less foggy. While digital platform practices do not escape liability of 

foreignness, they can mitigate one of its principal consumer-facing facets: distance, especially a 

symbolic (and thus consequential) sense of unfamiliarity. Results also emphasize the limitations of 

digital mitigation. The participants were not saying that a new trust structure was entirely filled with 

digital communications. A number of respondents said that online communication could help in 

building trust, but only if the brand beforehand was considered broadly as trustworthy, safe, or of 

quality (according to score groups). However, it shows that visibility isn't enough to overcome all 

forms of otherness in order for it to occur digitally. Foreign brands may still be sort of translated, and 

may be sort of interpretable, but it is a translation of experience rather than of the good products or 

good reputation and also needs reassurance ability in that category (the category has to have that extra 

assurance ability). Instead, the study concludes much more conservatively that digital platforms offer 
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another path to identifying liability of foreignness from the consumer side, rather than a complete 

replacement for embeddedness, quality, or market legitimacy. 

5.3 Institutional distance becomes meaningful through consumer interpretation 

These findings also exacerbate the relevance of institutional distance theory. Based on the literature 

review, institutional distance is the absence of similarity or gap between home and host environments 

(on a regulatory, normative and cognitive level) which contraventions an MNE’s strategic goals. 

Much of that literature, using a structured approach, manages institutional distance. The present study 

also shows that this is experientially intuitive. Distance of institutions to consumer is an abstraction, 

but concrete in its doubt expressing uncertainty around product safety, quality and fitness – the most 

important measures of whether any given item for sale vends itself as a well-made household object. 

This holds in this case, because they are on digital platform practices which directs consumers 

managing these ambiguities. This is especially the case in relation to your thesis, which focuses on 

processes of digitalization that go beyond market actors and even rise up to levels of 

institutionalization. So, the logic illustrated in the interviews is that consumers may go less by formal 

warranties and more on symbols of trust-based exchange operating through the new environment. 

This feeds into why they evaluate brands or not, ultimately leaving people dependent on other 

comments and reviews — peer review validation, experts waxing poetic over training (or cultural) 

messaging. These signals do not replace institutional trust, rather they enable consumers to 

authenticate brands when there is neither a previous experience with that service nor this application 

going through any kind of official validation process. References written in Bangla elements of 

foreign brand equity that have connection or interim to the very local consumer expectations through 

Bangla referencing / referencing family narratives during Ramadan & Eid. The results suggest, 

theoretically, that firm experience is not simply limited by institutional distance but also reveals the 

extent to which consumers exercise themselves to become practitioners when absorbing demographic 

digital messages (or communications) from a range of sources included in the process known as ASSI 

(Absorption of Social and Semantic Information). This includes one fundamental element of 

consumer-facing literature, which is largely a competition between barriers to firm entry and 

consumer judgment.  

5.4 Adaptation itself to the importance of preservation of foreignness 

The most compelling trend in this data is that people continued to have less respect for foreign brands 

that localized communication and lost brand distinction. These characteristics assist in strengthening 
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the research with the continuum of standardization-adaptation. The insights from interviews 

referenced the almost banal concept that most consumers weren't calling for a flat out win at the other 

party's expense in a purely financial sense. Rather than seeking an international style and quality, they 

appear to be looking for a hybrid blend, some stew of local language, themes and social resonance 

with an international sensibility as the topping. Now this is not an example of adaptation, because the 

brand should be local. The responses to questions about the function as being international, high-

quality, and in good health could all point towards Arla—and so did all that practical reliability. It is 

established, as being part and parcel of the domestic market, only learnt in Dan Cake stored inside 

the record to avoid becoming involved with vague packets or foreign packets. Thus, these patterns 

lead to the idea that localization works when foreign is made manageable and meaningful — not 

erased. The presence of a foreign brand brings with it an air of superiority, the idea that somehow 

their hygiene or high-water mark is higher.  

In this regard, the findings also state, trust is multi-faceted. Consumers are not aimed at a brand for 

one reason then, by default they would like to trust through layers of evidence. Across professional 

communication, nutrition or product information, certificates and references, sharing comments and 

reviews that the brand has a chance to craft themselves, repeated exposures of their communications 

with enough touchpoints by the brand. The same is especially true of food and dairy sectors. The 

participants were most likely to identify these categories as low versus high stakes because they relate 

to health, hygiene, and bodily ingestions. This means that the trust denominator is higher than it would 

be with other, more down-to-earth product categories. This goes some way in explaining why much 

of the time Arla was seen to be more trustworthy than Dan Cake. These differences matter because 

they define the modes of trust that fall out from category framing and digital messaging. 

One of the most important contributions made by this study is that it has proved that through turning 

to a consumer language and context, legitimacy emerges from appropriateness & acceptability. And 

that would make sense analytically but realize as the argument focusing more on regional-level 

discourses of legitimation aspects since self-esteem has a degree of abstraction ideal for consumer 

level in international business literature. In this case, the wording of the interview revealed a 

hypothesis that participants had parameters with which they were communicating in their answers 

about whether or not (and ethical dilemma) it was acceptable for Bengali consumers along what 

level/point did it intersect household life (or not), and socially moral bargain purchase market 

measurable. 
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The strongest support for the argument comes when comparing companies, most likely foreign brands 

are not all viewed in the same manner such as Arla Foods and Dan Cake. Arla was more related to 

professionalism, nutrition and health (family quality) as well a premium connotation whereas Dan 

Cake evoked familiarity (comfort), accessibility or an ordinary snack. Why does this matter in a 

theoretical sense, of course? It depends on brand position, the product category concentration and 

what type of comfort communication they give to operate with these brands respectively. At the same 

time, Arla s communications are found to be in line with the signals that can consolidate in term of 

reservation positions seen as vital for establishing a premium trust and legitimacy in food and dairy. 

Once Dan Cake was aligned in an inferior level consumer space; they feel more banal and 

standardized to the consumers. When taken out of context and lost in translation, the comparison has 

become deeper because it tells isn’t purely a case of digital simply being present for end users to 

interpret brand meaning, but rather how that actual presence gives rise to infer meaning on brand 

actions. 

The theoretical contribution of this study is based on four points. First, it builds on the literature in 

digital internationalization especially as it switches from an inward firm-side strategy focus to a more 

outward consumer-side interpretative lens. A lot of the literature discusses how firms use digital tools 

to go to market faster and/or more efficiently. Only if consumers see those tools as relevant, credible, 

and appropriate does that fully matter. Then, it returns the consumer to the forefront of consumers in 

digital internationalization studies. Second, it advanced theory on the liability of foreignness, 

suggesting that behaviors enabled by digital platforms may mitigate perceptions of social and 

psychological aspects of having a foreign identity without overcoming the liability of foreignness. 

Familiarity transforms foreignness without truly mimicking it away. Third, it relates to the concept 

of legitimacy because consumer judgments about appropriateness, acceptability, and local fit can 

directly measure legitimacy in an empirical-based way. This redefines the concept as being used in a 

qualitative experiment regarding consumer perception. Fourth, it contributes to the debate on 

standardization–adaptation by demonstrating that consumers actually respond more positively to a 

hybrid solution (vis-a-vis international quality and local relevance) and that adaptation works well 

only when the interpretation feels authentic. Together, these help us imagine digital platforms 

holistically not as vessels for transnational exchange but interpretive frames in which foreign brands 

and consumers are understood to be situated. 

In general, it discusses that when foreign brands are explained, practices regarding digital platforms 

influence the conditions metered by the way of which actions take place on. Advertising stimulus in 
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Bangladeshi consumers has no straightforward response. They examined whether those ads, 

comments, reviews, the languages they speak, the visuals selected, and themes make the brand 

accessible, credible, and also acceptable in their respective consumer universe. So, digital 

communication not only transmits messages across borders but also helps in defining a foreign brand 

as socially relevant. That process is rather crucial in emerging markets such as Bangladesh because 

legitimacy does not come automatically, it needs to be interpreted into existence for foreign firms. 

5.5 Surprising and Counter-Intuitive Findings 

Although most of the findings converge with and extend current theory in the field, three results were 

unanticipated and contradict the common wisdom in international business and digital marketing 

literature. 

Counter-intuitive finding 1: Foreignness is an asset, not a liability. Classical liability of foreignness 

(Zaheer, 1995) assumes costs or disadvantages of foreign origin. Importantly, in many cases, the 

participants specifically classified the foreign products as a marker of higher hygiene standards and 

quality control, food safety, and many may have been motivated by local food safety concerns. A 

participant explained: Arla comes from Denmark. This entails that it is relatively cleaner and safer. 

This implies that foreignness can be beneficially exploited, rather than just effectively mitigated, in 

the guise of advocacy for their own rootedness in systems with lower institutional trust. The task is 

not to remove the foreignness from consumers, but to familiarize themselves. 

Counter Intuitive finding 2: Brands do not want fully transformed to local brands — they actually 

desire molten definitions of hybrid. In the standardization–adaptation literature, choices are often on 

a continuum. But no respondent wanted a foreign brand in steady localization. Rather, they sought 

global quality signals (premium images, global reputation) but were looking for local 

language/culture cues. P6 explained: Consumers want global quality and local relevance at the same 

time -avoiding over-adaptation would harm the aspirational value.  

Counter‑intuitive finding 3: Digital trust is not a sprint; it is a marathon — though one where the race 

never quite ends. 

Digital marketing gets a lot of praise because of speed and immediacy. In fact, participants often 

recounted that trust is something built over months of exposure. P8 reported that “There were many 

adverts or reviews on the internet about Dan Cake products, so I started using it too”. According to 

P10, "Social media will not engender familiarity and trust overnight — it takes years.” This goes 
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against our conviction that digital platforms create trust quickly. Rather, they facilitate a slow, low-

risk learning through experience that enables a step-by-step Uppsala-style learning, but in a digital, 

rather than physical, space. 

 

5.6 A Theoretical Framework: Digital Legitimacy Construction for Foreign 

Brands in Emerging Markets 

The results are an overall conclusion centered on five themes, but the experiences do not live in 

isolation. They create an interpretation chain by which consumers assess foreign brands. In the 

following, I present my Digital Legitimacy Construction (DLC) Framework.           

  

           

Figure 5.1: Digital Legitimacy Construction Framework 

6. Conclusion 

Digital Platform Practices 

Consumer Decoding Filters           

 Localization cues (Bangla, etc.)  

 Professionalism & transparency  

 Social proof (reviews, likes)     

Intermediate Judgments (cumulative) 

1. Relevance (brand knows us) 

2. Trust (brand is credible) 

3. Legitimacy (brand fits locally) 

Reframing of Foreignness 

 From distant/unknown 

 To familiar/premium/hybrid        

Payoff 

 Gradual purchase intention & 

 local acceptance 
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The role of perceived platform practices in international food brands and the implications for trust, 

legitimacy and foreignness: an emerging market perspective. The motivation for this research is a gap 

that has long been quite evident in international business literature. Digitalization as both the cause 

and effect of how firms go abroad continues to be almost entirely absent from firm- or strategy-

oriented approaches Nonetheless, much less work has studied the way that consumers decode this 

cross-border virtual presence of foreign brands, especially in emerging economies where legitimacy, 

trust and symbolic evaluations are critical. To fill this gap, we undertook a qualitative consumer 

centered way, drawing on two multinational food brands Arla Foods and Dan Cake that have operated 

in Bangladesh. 

Importantly, the findings suggest that Bangladeshi consumers do not evaluate practices in the realm 

of digital platforms as hyped mounds of marketing clatter. Instead, they consider digital 

communication as information-based evidence through which foreign brands are evaluated. What 

they observe is- Does a brand publish content in Bangla? Is this content covering topics relating to 

local family life, (e.g. Ramadan, Eid etc.) or cultural references that are more universal like food / 

recipes? Does the organization present a relatively professional digital front? Is it organized? Is 

product information transparent and reassuring? Do other users engage with it positively (comments, 

reviews, influencers)? Consumers pay attention to these signals, taking stock of whether the brand is 

trustworthy, culturally acceptable and low enough from a mental distance standpoint that it can easily 

become part of life. Hence, the workings of the digital platform inform and help construct foreignness 

and legitimacy. 

The consumer trusts the consumer as much if more than a piece of content created by a brand. Brands 

must track digital platforms to respond and learn from what people are saying. Influencers can 

become trusted foreign intermediaries when they are authentic or real. 

Limitations and Future Research 

Hence, some limitations of the study point out future studies. While to an extent suitable for 

exploration, qualitative investigation the sample (n=10 consumers) was small and non-generalizable. 

They are less easily transferred to different product categories or even emerging markets as they focus 

on others successful food brands (e.g., Arla, Dan Cake). In larger samples, in other emerging 

economies, and under different contextualization (digital electronics, fashion, services); future studies 

may either validate or otherwise ordinarily how quantitatively validated the DLC framework. 
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This thesis reflects that the digital platform practices are not the only option to penetrate in foreign 

markets. In emerging economies like Bangladesh, the use of digital platforms facilitates the foreign 

brands to build the trust and legitimacy. The study offers new arenas by moving the focus from firm 

centric strategy for internally oriented international business research that acknowledges consumers 

as effective and interpretive factors in this modern and digitally mediated globalization. 
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8. Appendix  

Interview questions  

Background 

 

1. Do you know about Danish food brand Arla Food or Dan Cake, have 

you ever noticed their online advertisements on social media? 

2. How and when did you become familiar with these brands? 

 

Digital content 

and localization 

3. How would you like to explain the brand’s digital presence on social 

media? Did you feel like you are seeing a foreign, local or somewhere 

in between? 

4. Do you think that their digital marketing contents are made for 

Bangladeshi consumer’s? Why or why not? 

5. What is your opinion regarding the brands using Bangla languages, 

Bangladesh-related themes or local cultural references? 

Trust  6. What influences you to trust or distrust a food brand online? 

7. How do some factors like quality claims, product information, 

certifications, comments, or professional-looking posts affect your 

trust in these brands?  

Legitimacy 

 

8. Do these brands seem appropriate and acceptable for Bangladeshi 

consumers? Why or why not?  

Foreignness and 

buying influence 

 

9. Do you believe that social media helps in reducing distance between 

foreign brands and Bangladeshi consumers? Do comments, reviews, 

shares, or influencer posts make the brand reliable or not?  

10. Have you ever been influenced by the brand’s online presence to try, 

trust or purchase their products? 

 

Optional 

comparison 

question 

 

11. Between two Danish food brands Arla Food and Dan Cake, which 

brand do you think is more trustworthy and relevant to Bangladeshi 

consumers and why? 
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P.S: Random questions were asked to each participants. Not all of the questions were asked to 

everyone.  

Coding table 

First-order concepts Second-order themes Aggregate dimensions 

Bangla captions, local recipes, Ramadan/Eid 

themes, family storytelling 
Localized relevance 

Digital platform practices 

and local connection 

International but locally adapted, premium yet 

relatable 
Hybrid positioning 

Digital platform practices 

and local connection 

Professional page design, clear information, 

certifications, nutrition details 
Functional trust cues Trust formation 

Reviews, comments, likes, influencers, 

visible engagement 
Social trust cues Trust formation 

Appropriate for Bangladeshi consumers, fits 

family life, quality and hygiene expectations 

Local acceptance and 

appropriateness 
Legitimacy 

Foreign but familiar, foreign yet high quality, 

reduced distance through social media 
Moderated foreignness Foreignness 

Repeated exposure, curiosity, brand recall, 

gradual confidence 

Familiarity-driven 

buying influence 
Purchase-related outcomes 
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