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Abstract: Given China’s rise as the world’s leading automotive producer and the radical 
transformation of the Russian market, societal acceptance of new market entrants remains a dif-
ficult communicative task. Against the backdrop of growing sales and persistent consumer am-
bivalence, this study examines how Russian consumers discursively construct, challenge, and 
renegotiate the legitimacy of Chinese automobile brands in online forums. Drawing on Such-
man’s multidimensional legitimacy framework and Van Leeuwen’s legitimation mechanisms, we 
conduct a mixed-methods content analysis of 1,144 comments sampled from two leading Russian 
automotive platforms (2014–2023). The approach combines manual polarity coding, which traces 
the temporal shift from early skepticism to societal acceptance, with a thematic analysis that maps 
consumer narratives across the pragmatic, moral, and cognitive dimensions of legitimacy. Within 
each dimension, we specify the discursive strategies and linguistic means consumers use to secure 
(de)legitimation. The findings reveal an asynchronous legitimation process: pragmatic legitimacy, 
anchored in cost–benefit and reliability discourse, consolidates first; cognitive legitimacy is ac-
complished through normalization and historical analogies; moral legitimacy, by contrast, proves 
the most resistant to change, sustained by value-laden metaphors and social identity debates. We 
further show that legitimacy formation is not linear but a dialogic exchange between professional 
automotive journalism and lay consumer discourse on digital platforms. By reworking market 
categories through everyday communicative practices, ordinary consumers act as active legit-
imacy agents. Taken together, the results provide a processual, empirically grounded account 
of brand legitimation in transitional markets with practical implications for market entrants and 
policy-makers, and extend research on digital professional communication by documenting the 
growing weight of electronic word-of-mouth in institutional market debates.
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1.	 INTRODUCTION

The automotive sector in developed and developing countries has historically been dominated 
by manufacturers from industrialized Western countries. Meanwhile, China has occupied the lead-
ing position in automobile sector production since 20091. While within the country, the legitima-
tion of Chinese automobile brands is facilitated by the “Made in China 2025” governmental policy 
(Baan et al., 2017), societal acceptance in other countries is a challenging task. 

Chinese automobiles first appeared on the Russian market in 2005. However, bearing a “made 
in China” halo (Han, 1989), sales of Chinese automobiles did not show a substantial rise during 
the period from 2005 to 2022. Thus, in 2005 and 2006, 6,900 automobiles were sold under brands 
such as Great Wall, Chery, FAW, BYD, Tianye, and Xinkai2. In 2020, the most popular Chinese 
automobile brands still failed to enter the top 10 most sold automobile brands in the country3. In 
2021, the market leader, AvtoVAZ, was followed by KIA, Hyundai, Renault, Toyota, Škoda, VW, 
Nissan, BMW, and Mercedes-Benz4. However, in 2022, the market situation underwent significant 
changes. General Motors was the first automobile manufacturer to declare its intention to leave. 
Later, it was followed by Jaguar, Land Rover, Mazda, Mercedes-Benz, Nissan, Renault, Toyota, 
Lexus, Volvo, and commercial Ford5. By the end of 2022, only 14 automobile brands (compared 
to 60 at the beginning of the year) continued operating in the market. Three were Russian; the 
rest were Chinese: Changan, Chery, Dongfeng, Exeed, FAW, Foton, GAC, Geely, Haval, Jac, 
and Omoda. When Western, Japanese, and Korean automobile brands exited the market, sales of 
Chinese brands rose significantly, from 9% in 2020 to 60% in 2024. Chery, Haval, and Geely oc-
cupied positions in the top 10 most-sold brands6, which may be perceived as a sign of normative 
and cognitive legitimation among consumers (Aldrich, 1996). 

However, a recent survey conducted by VCIOM in April 2024 reveals certain ambivalence in 
consumers’ perceptions. Some consumers highlight availability, attractive appearance, and tech-
nological advancement as advantages of Chinese cars. That confirms public legitimation. On the 
contrary, others (37%) consider low quality to be the major drawback7. The abovementioned facts 
highlight the tension between the apparent societal legitimation of Chinese automotive production 
among Russian consumers on the one hand and the lingering public doubts on the other. The study 
addresses the gap between de facto market legitimation and consumers’ perceptual doubts and 
examines how consumers legitimize Chinese automobiles on social media platforms.

1	 Statista. (n.d.). Automotive manufacturing industry in China: Statistics & facts. Retrieved August 14, 2026, 
from https://www.statista.com/topics/1050/automobile-manufacturing-in-china/

2	 Avtoexperts.ru. (n.d.). “Kitaitsy” v Rossii uzhe tselykh 20 let: Podrobnye itogi i rezultaty prodazh [“Chinese” 
cars have been in Russia for 20 years: Detailed results and sales figures]. https://avtoexperts.ru/article/kitajtsy-
v-rossii-uzhe-tsely-h-20-let-podrobny-e-itogi-i-rezul-taty-prodazh/ 

3	 Autoreview. (2021, January 14). Avtorynok Rossii: Itogi 2020 goda [Russian automotive market: 2020 results]. 
https://autoreview.ru/news/avtorynok-rossii-itogi-2020-goda  

4	 Association of European Businesses. (2022). Russian car sales in December 2021 [PDF]. https://aebrus.ru/
upload/iblock/32e/RUS-Car-Sales-in-December-2021.pdf 

5	 Auto.ru. (2022). Tsifry 2022-y: Glavnye fakty goda [2022 in numbers: Key facts of the year]. https://auto.ru/
mag/article/cifry-2022y-glavnye-fakty-goda/    

6	 AUTOSTAT. (2023, January 12). Rynok novykh legkovykh avtomobilei v 2022 godu sokratilsia na 59% [The 
new passenger car market decreased by 59% in 2022]. https://www.autostat.ru/press-releases/53553/ 

7	 Russian Public Opinion Research Center (VCIOM). (2024, December 19). Kitaiskii put’ otechestvennogo 
avtorynka [The Chinese path of the Russian automotive market]. https://wciom.ru/analytical-reviews/
analiticheskii-obzor/kitaiskii-put-otechestvennogo-avtorynka 
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Despite the growing significance of Chinese automobiles in the market, the amount of research 
on consumer perceptions of new market entrants is rather limited. Thus, Wang and Yang (2008) stud-
ied the country-of-origin and brand personality effects on automobile perception in China. Fetscherin 
and Toncar (2009) compared consumers’ perceptions of automobiles from developed (USA) and de-
veloping (China) countries. Chandrasen and Paliwoda (2009) investigated the Country of Assembly 
(COA) effect on perceived automobile quality from a Thai consumer perspective, with consumers 
preferring automobiles assembled in a highly industrialized country. However, the existing body of 
research possesses a range of limitations. First, most of the COO research utilizes a quantitative re-
search approach that fails to provide a comprehensive understanding of the dynamic discursive pro-
cess through which legitimacy is constructed and renegotiated. Second, the consumers’ role as active 
legitimacy agents in online debate remains underexplored. Third, the context of emerging markets 
undergoing a substantial institutional transformation presents a unique research context.

We aim to address this gap by analyzing the evolution of the legitimation process towards 
Chinese automobiles among Russian consumers. Drawing on Suchman’s (1995) legitimacy frame-
work, we adopt a mixed research approach to trace consumers’ narratives on the specialized au-
tomotive forums to answer, “How do Russian consumers discursively construct, challenge, and 
renegotiate pragmatic, moral, and cognitive legitimacy for Chinese automotive brands on special-
ized forums? How does legitimation of Chinese automobile brands evolve over time (2014–2023) 
in response to market changes?” We gathered a total of 1,144 comments from 2014 to 2023 to map 
shifts in consumer perceptions. Thus, in the exploratory quantitative consumer sentiment analysis, 
we trace the evolution of legitimacy and identify transformation points. In contrast, the qualitative 
thematic analysis allows us to delve into the discourse of consumer narratives. 

The remaining part of the article unfolds as follows. The theoretical framework section out-
lines the theoretical foundation of the research by addressing institutional and legitimacy theories. 
We highlight the significance of the online forum discourses as a debate platform where consumers 
are active legitimacy constructors. The methodology section justifies the combination of manual 
qualitative polarity coding and qualitative thematic content analysis. In the Results section, we 
elaborate on the evolution of legitimacy in the consumer online discourse. The Discussion and 
Conclusion section focuses on the theorization of the research findings.

2.	 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Social expectations, government regulations, and other institutional factors facilitate organiza-
tional structure similarity, leading to organizational isomorphism (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Zucker, 
1977). Thus, in the research framework, the automotive market is seen as an isomorphic organiza-
tion. Organizational isomorphism poses a significant challenge for new market players undergo-
ing isomorphic adaptation. Therefore, entering the automotive sector is challenging. Institutional 
theory asserts that a company’s successful operation does not depend only on technical efficiency. 
It is essential to conform to the institutional environment’s structural and procedural dimensions 
(Deephouse, 1996; Scott, 1995; Suchman, 1995) and to gain legitimacy (DiMaggio & Powell, 
1983; Verbeke & Tung, 2013). This idea is reflected in legitimacy theory, which holds that to 
ensure a company’s success, it’s essential to follow socially accepted norms (Dowling & Pfeffer, 
1975; Hutchins et al., 2019). When a company communicates its commitment to societal values, 
it seeks to shape perceptions of legitimacy through media channels, thereby aligning its economic 
pursuits with social expectations. Thus, scholars generally define legitimacy as social acceptance 
(Crane, 2013; Palazzo & Scherer, 2006; Schultz et al., 2013). 
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The term “legitimacy” has attracted extensive scholarly attention (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994). 
However, the definition provided by Suchman (1995) is considered a conventional one, and in the 
present research framework, legitimacy is referred to as “the generalized perception or assumption 
that an entity’s actions can be considered desirable, appropriate, or reasonable within a socially 
constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions” (Suchman, 1995, p. 574). Scholars 
argue that legitimacy serves as an indicator of societal approval (Deephouse & Suchman, 2008; 
Şahiniz et al., 2024; Washington & Zajac, 2005).  Thus, consumers perceive legitimate companies 
as more respectable, prestigious, and trustworthy. On the contrary, companies that lack societal le-
gitimacy provoke negative associations and are perceived as less valuable (Fernando & Lawrence, 
2014). It is worth mentioning that legitimacy is a collective rather than individual phenomenon and 
provides a specific link between society and organizations (Dowling & Pfeffer, 1975).

Suchman (1995) differentiates three legitimacy dimensions: pragmatic, moral, and cogni-
tive. The pragmatic dimension is reflected in positive reputation building; the moral dimension is 
achieved by following laws and regulations; and the cognitive dimension is reflected in the belief 
that the organization is trustworthy and predictable, leading to unconditional acceptance and reli-
ability among stakeholders (Suchman, 1995).

The strategies used for legitimation have drawn extensive scholarly attention. Van Leeuwen’s 
(2007) framework is a conventional approach to discursive legitimation strategies (Yu & Zheng, 
2023). It incorporates four distinct legitimation mechanisms: authorization, moral evaluation, ra-
tionalization, and mythopoiesis (Van Leeuwen, 2007). Thus, authorization refers to legitimation 
through customs, law, and traditions; moral evaluation ensures legitimation through the value sys-
tem; rationalization is the legitimation by goals and uses of institutionalized social action; mytho-
poiesis shapes legitimation through narratives “whose outcomes reward legitimate actions and 
punish non-legitimate actions” (Van Leeuwen, 2007, p. 92). 

To operationalize the study, we draw upon critical discourse studies of branding and consumer 
identity (e.g., Koller, 2008; Machin & Mayr, 2023) to develop an integrative analytical blueprint 
that maps Van Leeuwen’s (2007) discursive mechanisms onto Suchman’s (1995) three dimensions 
of legitimacy. Although we acknowledge that no single discursive strategy is exclusively bound 
to one dimension, our analytical model anticipates distinct dominant pairings based on the socio-
linguistic functions of the text. Specifically, pragmatic legitimacy is hypothesized to rely heavily 
on rationalization (e.g., utility-driven price comparisons) and authorization (e.g., invoking expert 
or experiential authority). Moral legitimacy is predominantly constructed or challenged through 
moral evaluation, using value-laden lexemes and culturally resonant metaphors to assess the eth-
ical standing of the brand. Cognitive legitimacy (i.e., the perception of a brand as a “natural” 
market actor) is primarily enacted through mythopoiesis and normalization narratives, relying on 
temporal markers and generic pronouns to signal inevitability and market assimilation. By fusing 
these frameworks, we move the analytical lens away from macro-institutional management theory 
toward the micro-linguistic construction of value in digital communication.

Following Palazzo and Scherer’s (2006) approach, we advocate that legitimacy is constructed 
through public debate. Nowadays, the online environment serves as a universal platform for public 
debate and offers people a unique opportunity to share their views with others. Scholars highlight 
the potential granted to social media platforms to enable consumers to make public judgements 
and, as a consequence, contribute to the public discussion (Etter et al., 2018). These judgments con-
tribute to the organization’s legitimacy formation (Joutsenvirta & Vaara, 2015; Palazzo & Scherer, 
2006; Schultz et al., 2013). Thus, “ordinary citizens” or consumers are seen as empowered agents 
(Dauvergne & LeBaron, 2014; Etter et al., 2018) who are entitled to play a vital role and to express 
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their opinions, contributing to public discourse (e.g., Castells, 2013; Etter et al., 2018; Uldam & 
Vestergaard, 2015). Thus, we refer to the consumer comments not as an isolated reaction, but as a 
response to the professional discourse of automobile experts. By providing their feedback to test-
drive articles, consumers accept, challenge, or reframe professional narratives. Consequently, they 
participate in the collective legitimacy construction.

3.	 METHODOLOGY 

The present study focuses on the Russian automotive sector due to several reasons and per-
forms a content analysis integrating qualitative and quantitative methods. Previously, the Russian 
automotive industry offered a diverse range of choices, while Russian consumers demonstrated a 
strong tendency toward conspicuous consumption. Therefore, the automotive sector should have 
been able to meet the needs of comfortable transportation and satisfy status expectations. Since 
2022, the market landscape has experienced significant transformations; however, consumer needs 
remained unchanged. At this point, we focus our research on the legitimacy transformation of Chi-
nese automotive brands, which currently dominate the sector. We aimed to identify the legitimacy 
strategies consumers use when addressing Chinese automotive brands. Two large and influential 
automobile platforms were chosen for data collection. Adhering to strict ethical norms, the plat-
forms were anonymized. Both are among the top 10 most visited automobile platforms8 which 
ensures access to rich user-generated content. Both platforms are focused on automobile news, 
test-drive overviews with photos and videos, automobile catalogs with detailed descriptions and 
prices, and automobile owners’ feedback. Below test-drive articles, there is a comment section that 
lets us assess the temporal and topical content of each comment. The target audience of both plat-
forms is in Russia. In both cases, the gender distribution is 30% female to 70% male consumers. 
Most commonly, these platforms are visited by the 25-35 age group (about 22-23%), followed by 
the 45-54 (about 20-21%) and 35-44 (about 18%) age groups9, matching the demographic profile 
of Russian car owners. 

To analyze the evolution of consumer perceptions, we initially extracted all available top-level 
comments and replies from webpages devoted to test-drive overviews of various Chinese auto-
mobile brands (including Changan, Chery, Dongfeng, Exeed, GAC, Geely, and Haval) published 
between 2014 and 2023. This yielded an initial raw corpus of 4580 comments. To ensure equal 
selection probability across different brands and years, and to mitigate the bias of overrepresented, 
highly commented models, we used a manual random number generator (Excel RAND) to extract 
a randomized working sample of 1,144 unique comments. During the subsequent qualitative cod-
ing phase, we iteratively monitored the emergence of new themes. By the conclusion of coding 
the 1,144-comment sample, no new thematic codes emerged, confirming that thematic saturation 
(Guest et al., 2006) had been achieved within our randomized subset. 

The study employs content analysis as the primary research technique (Krippendorff, 2018). 
Based on the definition provided by Bardin (1986), content analysis is a technique designed to “ob-
tain, by means of systematic and objective procedures of the content description of the messages, 
indicators (quantitative or not) which enable the inference of knowledge regarding the production 
and reception conditions” (Piñeiro-Naval, 2020, p. 29). In the research framework, we combine 

8	 Similarweb. (n.d.). Similarweb. Retrieved January 11, 2026, from https://www.similarweb.com/
9	 Similarweb. (n.d.). Similarweb. Retrieved January 11, 2026, from https://www.similarweb.com/
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qualitative and quantitative content analysis. At the quantitative analysis stage, we perform con-
sumer sentiment analysis to track trends in consumer perception. At the second, qualitative stage, 
we perform a thematic analysis to identify discursive legitimacy strategies. Thus, the present study 
doesn’t aim for statistical generalization (Jackson, 2009) but instead attempts to answer the “why” 
and “how” questions that are concerned with “discovery” and “description” (Mahoney & Goertz, 
2006). 

We refer to a comment as a unit of analysis. Online consumer reviews and comments serve as a 
source of unsolicited data, a form of one-to-many communication between the reviewer/comment-
er and readers (Litvin et al., 2008). In the Internet age, consumers frequently rely on peers’ online 
reviews to make informed decisions. Thus, electronic word-of-mouth (e-WOM), “any positive or 
negative statement made by potential, actual, or former consumers about a product or company, 
which is made available to a multitude of people and institutions via the Internet” (Hennig-Thurau 
et al., 2004, p. 39), becomes essential for decision-making. 

Data gathered from online forums and social media platforms offer multiple advantages, pro-
viding researchers with access to diverse consumer voices (Castelló et al., 2016). Thus, within the 
research framework, we acknowledge consumers’ roles in constructing the legitimacy of Chinese 
automotive producers through e-WOM and online debates.  

All data extracted from the automotive platforms included the username, the comment date, 
the comment text, and, when applicable, other users’ replies. Then, we sorted the extracted com-
ments by date to analyze the temporal evolution of the legitimation process. The original language 
of the comments was retained to preserve linguistic nuances. Thus, we translated the key phrases 
used in the article for reporting the research findings. 

Drawing on Suchman’s (1995) legitimacy approach, the coding framework was developed 
to incorporate three legitimacy dimensions: pragmatic, moral, and cognitive. The coding sample 
is presented in Appendix A. The coding process followed the standard qualitative data coding 
approach (Bingham, 2023). At first, all the comments were read through to gain a thorough un-
derstanding of the context (Braun & Clarke, 2021). Then, at the open coding stage, we initially 
tagged the comments with an emergent theme. Each comment was evaluated for the presence of at 
least one of the three legitimacy dimensions. To perform a further sentiment analysis, we manually 
assigned each comment within the identified dimensions a sentiment score: positive, neutral, or 
negative (Bingham, 2023). Positive scores were assigned to the comments expressing approval, 
trust, or a general favorable evaluation (e.g., “Great value for money”). The comment was consid-
ered negative when it contained criticism, dissatisfaction, or a negative evaluation (e.g., “This car 
is unsafe”). Neutral comments state a fact or express an ambivalent view without clear positive or 
negative connotation. 

At the quantitative stage, we eschewed automated computational tools in favor of manual 
qualitative polarity coding. Two independent coders manually assigned a polarity score (positive, 
neutral, or negative) to each comment to capture the highly contextual irony, slang, and metaphors 
typical of Russian automotive discourse, which automated sentiment analysis often misinterprets. 
Prior to the main coding phase, the two coders were trained on a randomly selected 10% subset 
of the data (approx. 115 comments) to align their interpretations of the codebook. Inter-coder 
reliability was calculated using Cohen’s kappa, yielding κ=0.79 for the assignment of legitimacy 
dimensions and κ=0.81 for polarity assignment, indicating substantial agreement (Landis & Koch, 
1977). All minor discrepancies were resolved collaboratively through peer discussion. 

Thus, a temporal analysis, conducted as a year-by-year breakdown of consumer sentiment, 
allowed us to trace the evolution of consumer legitimacy perception. 
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At the next level, we conducted a thematic analysis to identify recurring themes within each 
legitimacy dimension (Braun & Clarke, 2021; Stevens, 2024).

The chosen methodology provides a comprehensive, systematic approach to analyzing brand 
legitimacy through online discourse, combining quantitative sentiment tracking with a qualitative 
understanding of legitimacy-building processes over time.

4.	 DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS 

4.1. Consumer sentiment dynamics
At the initial stage of the data analysis, we conducted consumer sentiment analysis. The as-

signed sentiments were summarized and presented in Figure 1 to trace the dynamics of consumer 
sentiment throughout the analyzed period. We calculated the total number of consumer comments 
for each year and calculated the shares of positive, negative, and neutral comments. At this stage of 
analysis, we do not aim for statistical significance and generalizability but instead use the summa-
rized dynamics for the trend, consistent with the exploratory sentiment studies in online consumer 
discourse (Pang & Lee, 2008).

As shown in Figure 1, negative consumer sentiment has prevailed since 2014. Thus, the 2014-
2016 period is characterized by an overwhelming number of comments (about 60%) reflecting 
skepticism and a negative attitude towards early Chinese automobile models. At that time, Chinese 
automobiles were seen as low-end and lacked consumer trust.  As one of the comments states: 
“Они (китайцы) только недавно рис собирали, а уже мнят себя автопроизводителями” 
(They (Chinese) were only recently collecting rice and already fancy themselves automakers)10 

(2014). The comments of this period clearly reflect the poor reputation of Chinese automobiles, 
which is most likely predetermined by the “halo” effect of the country (Han, 1989). The domi-
nant consumer narrative stresses low price, lack of security and reliability, which are essential for 
high-involvement products (Verlegh & Steenkamp, 1999). 

It must be acknowledged that the volume of comments varies significantly by year, with ear-
lier years (e.g., 2014–2016) yielding much smaller sub-samples (e.g., N=25 in 2016) due to the 
limited market presence of these brands at the time. Year-on-year percentage shifts in this early 
phase should be interpreted with statistical caution. To mitigate this fragility, our analysis aggre-
gates the qualitative discussion into broader temporal epochs (2014-2016; 2017-2019; 2020-2023) 
to capture macro-level discursive shifts rather than isolated annual fluctuations.

In the period 2017-2019, we observe the gradual change in consumer narratives. Negative 
sentiments are still dominant; meanwhile, the number of both neutral and positive sentiments 
is growing. It signifies consumer recognition of the country’s technological advancements, re-
sulting in higher-quality automotive production. At this time, new models with better design 
and features appear on the market, as reflected in one of the comments: “Китайские машины 
подтягиваются. Скоро Крета будет отставать от Чанган” (Chinese cars are improving. 
The day is near when the Creta will lag behind the Changan) (2018). However, along with im-
proved design, automobile prices increase, intensifying the price–value debate among consumers  
(Govorova, 2023). 

10	 Note: here and below, the quote translation is performed by the author.
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Figure 1. Consumer sentiment dynamics
Note. Compiled by the author. The total amount of comments per year is considered 100%. 

The share of positive, negative, and neutral comments is calculated based on the N of comments per year.

Apparent market acceptance marked the period 2020-2022, as the share of negative comments 
is lower than the combined shares of neutral and positive comments. Then an increased number 
of Chinese models appeared on the market. Exeed, which positions itself as a luxury car, satisfies 
consumers’ desire for conspicuous consumption. Chinese automobiles are upgraded to the middle 
market segment. However, the debate over price-value is developing. In 2023, we see a dramatic 
shift in consumer narratives. Even though automobiles entered a premium market segment and 
appeared to gain acceptance, the growing share of negative sentiment may be explained by the 
enforced rapid market transformation (Deephouse et al., 2017).      

All in all, the temporal sentiment analysis demonstrates a clear shift from a quality debate to 
a price debate. Early Chinese automobile criticism was mainly focused on quality and safety, with 
discussion centered on value for money. At the same time, we observe signs of reputation develop-
ment. When early commentators saw Chinese automobiles as a joke, with a prevailing ironic tone 
in the discussion, later commentators began comparing them with serious market players. Later 
positive comments highlight tech, interior design, warranty, and comfort.

The temporal analysis highlights the evolution from strong negativity toward cautious ac-
ceptance of Chinese cars in the Russian market. While negative sentiment remains significant 
(especially around pricing), the proportion of positive and neutral responses has grown steadily, 
particularly as newer, better-equipped models enter the market.

Notably, the sentiment analysis let us observe the major trends, reflecting consumer attitudes. 
To dive deeper into the legitimacy formation, development, and renegotiation, we performed a 
thematic analysis of online automotive discourse. 
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4.2. Thematic analysis 
The thematic analysis results were divided into three major thematic groups aligning with 

Suchman’s (1995) legitimacy paradigm. Pragmatic legitimacy is assessed based on consumers’ 
perceived benefits: the price/value dichotomy; perceived reliability and quality reflected in tech-
nical characteristics; after-sales service; and vehicle comfort. When addressing the moral legiti-
macy dimension, we focused on consumers’ concerns about the ethical considerations of design 
and the originality of spare parts; manufacturers’ honesty and transparency; contributions to the 
local economy and adherence to business ethics principles; and social responsibility. The cognitive 
legitimacy dimension is reflected in consumer narratives about the ability to recognize Chinese au-
tomobile brands, perceived market position, and whether automobiles are seen as a natural and un-
derstandable part of the market. Within each dimension, we outline specific mechanisms consum-
ers use to ensure (de)legitimation based on Van Leeuwen’s legitimation mechanisms framework.

Table 1. Legitimacy dimensions
Dimension % of All Comments Positive Neutral Negative
Pragmatic 59.9% 23.3% 33.3% 43.4%
Moral 29.9% 12.1% 21.2% 66.7%
Cognitive 10.2% 15.5% 59.5% 25.0%

Note. Calculated and summarized by the author.
Percentages within each dimension sum to 100% horizontally.

4.2.1. Pragmatic legitimacy dimension
When assessing dimensions at the sentiment level, we observe that pragmatic narrative pre-

vails over moral and cognitive dimensions (Table 1). The pragmatic dimension becomes the most 
discussed, as it reflects practical benefits and losses for consumers. The debate over pragmatic le-
gitimacy is intense. On the one hand, consumers emphasize the positive value-for-money attitude, 
constructing pragmatic legitimacy through rationalization: Comments such as “За те же деньги 
у корейцев голый салон, а китаец уже в полном фарше” (For the same money, you get a bare-
bones interior with the Koreans, but the Chinese car comes fully loaded) (2019). Here we observe 
a direct feature-to-price comparison “за те же деньги” (for the same money). The metaphor 
“голый салон” (bare-bones interior) implies lack, poverty, and constructs a negative image of 
the Korean cars. On the contrary, the idiom “в полном фарше” (fully loaded) effectively demon-
strates an equipment advantage. Consumers state that Chinese automobile brands offer superior 
features and equipment at equivalent or lower prices than established competitors. For example: 
“За полтора ляма вполне себе хорошая машина…почему бы и нет?” (For 1.5 million — that’s 
a really good car... why not?) (2020). Extended warranties (typically 5-7 years) and improving 
reliability perceptions further bolstered pragmatic legitimacy, though concerns about long-term 
durability and resale value persisted throughout the period. On the other hand, some consum-
ers stress unreasonable pricing strategies: “Жадность китайцев помноженная на жадность 
российских дилеров, вот и ценник” (Greed of the Chinese multiplied by the greed of Russian 
dealers, that’s how you get the price tag…) (2020).

From a sociolinguistic perspective, the juxtaposition of the metaphor “голый салон” (bare-
bones/naked interior) and the idiom “в полном фарше” (fully loaded / lit. stuffed with minced meat) 
reflects specific macro-discourses in the Russian automotive subculture. The lexeme “голый” (na-
ked) triggers a semantic field of vulnerability, asceticism, shortage, and lack, thus subtly criticizing 
established brands for perceived corporate greed. The phrase “в полном фарше” is a culturally 
embedded colloquialism rooted in the 1990s Russian slang, denoting excess, completeness, and 
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prestige. By applying this highly expressive idiom to Chinese automobiles, consumers linguisti-
cally transition the brand image from a “cheap substitute” to some kind of “pragmatic abundance.” 
The use of the prepositional possessive construction “у корейцев” (with/at the Koreans) constructs 
a spatial and categoric boundary between competing market actors, emphasizing brand-as-entity.

Another powerful legitimacy mechanism widely applied by the forum participants is author-
ization. Consumers use experiential authority and personal ownership experience as markers of 
credibility. In such cases, authorization is frequently combined with mythopoiesis, when personal 
ownership credibility is accompanied by the success story. Thus, we frequently observe statements 
that start with “I have...”.  “У меня омода с пробегом 170 тыс км , не одной из вышеперечис-
ленных проблем не было , как будто кто то злорадствует” (My Omoda has 170,000 km, none 
of the mentioned problems) (2023). The personal ownership anchor is accompanied by the high 
mileage that stresses automobile reliability. At the end of the statement, the commenter uses irony 
to intensify the feeling of personal satisfaction. Moreover, consumers’ expressed safety concerns 
represented the most significant challenge. Consumers seek reliable proof of durability and safety 
statistics typical for novel market brands (Khoirina et al., 2025). However, Chinese brands do not 
publish European crash test results, challenging their honesty and transparency. Thus, comments 
anchoring personal ownership incorporating durability statistics serve as a powerful legitimation 
tool. 

Frequently, authorization is intensified by professional credibility to add weight to the prag-
matic assessment when the commenter refers to his professional occupation as a trustworthiness 
marker for his judgments: “Я сам автомеханик. Скажу вам: китайские двигатели после 100 
тыс. - это лотерея, но новые очень даже ничего” (I’m a mechanic myself. I tell you: Chi-
nese engines after 100,000 km are a lottery, but the new ones are quite good) (2018). Here the 
commenter uses the personal pronoun “I” followed by “mechanic,” his professional occupation 
demonstrating the significance of his professional occupation. The usage of numbers here as a 
reference to statistics adds to the demonstration of professional expertise. The commenter uses a 
powerful metaphor comparing Chinese car engines to the lottery. The long-term automobile usage 
is compared to a game, stressing its unpredictability, risk, and lack of control. It intensifies nega-
tive connotations. At the end of the statement, we see an idiom “очень даже ничего” (quite good) 
that points to the positive features. However, the risks are stressed much more strongly, which 
creates an image of an asymmetry.  

At the lexico-grammatical level, the mechanism of authorization relies heavily on first-person 
singular personal (“я” / I), reflexive (“сам” / “myself”), and possessive pronouns (“мой” / my) 
paired with numerical precision. Sentences frequently follow the syntactic pattern of [Posses-
sive/Personal Pronoun + Brand Name + Exact Mileage/Price] (e.g., the abovementioned example 
“У меня омода с пробегом 170 тыс км”). This specific syntactic structure transforms the user’s 
epistemic stance from subjective opinion to verifiable empirical evidence. The numerical precision 
serves as a tool for Van Leeuwen’s rationalization, functioning as an objective anchor that neutral-
izes the highly emotional macro-discourse surrounding Chinese products. By adopting the precise, 
statistical lexicon typical of professional automotive reviews, ordinary consumers linguistically 
elevate their own status to that of lay-experts.

Many use resemblance to Western brands as another authorization cue. The resemblance to 
reputable competitors shifts from a “cheap copycat” narrative to the acknowledgement of attrac-
tive automobile features: “Черри хорош! Покупаешь машину на новой платформе Ленд Ро-
вера, а платишь меньше…” (Chery is great! You get a car on a new Land Rover platform but 
pay less…) (2020). Here, Land Rover serves as an authoritative benchmark. Thus, Chery inherits 
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legitimacy through the comparison with the trusted name. We also observe signs of legitimation 
through rationalization, as the statement implies paying less for the same car. Another effective 
way to establish pragmatic legitimacy is to compare oneself to well-recognized market players 
with an established reputation. It often takes the form of a cost-benefit analysis, framed as (ir)
rational purchase: “Танк 500 за свои 6 мультов вполне себе соответствует по качеству цене 
на фоне крузака за 15ку” (Tank 500 for 6 million quite matches...Cruiser for 15)”  (2023). 

To sum up, the construction of pragmatic legitimacy is mainly ensured by rationalization and 
authorization and mainly realized via numerical precision, possessive case, personal and posses-
sive pronouns, and comparative constructions. Personal ownership narrative intensified by profes-
sional credibility transforms subjective experience into quality cues. The comparative construc-
tions, particularly targeting cost-benefit correlation, help frame Chinese cars as a rational choice. 

4.2.2. Moral legitimacy dimension
As indicated in Table 1, the moral dimension is uniquely characterized by a persistent nega-

tivity, with 66.7% of comments assigned a negative polarity. Discursively, this intense polarization 
manifests itself because moral framing in the corpus is predominantly focused on the social iden-
tity of the consumer rather than the mechanical attributes of the product. The qualitative polarity 
split reflects a harsh discursive dichotomy of consumer typologies: the “rational holdout” versus 
the “foolish early adopter.”

In contrast to the pragmatic dimension, the moral legitimacy dimension remained highly po-
larized over the analyzed period, and the prevalence of negative sentiments remained unchanged, 
demonstrating a slight decrease in the final analyzed period. Moral legitimacy is mainly con-
structed through moral evaluation mechanisms. The negative attitude remains persistent in a 
great number of comments. Они (китайцы) только недавно рис собирали, а уже мнят себя 
автопроизводителями (They (Chinese) were only recently collecting rice and already fancy 
themselves automakers) (2014). The use of the pronoun “они” (they) creates a distance between 
him and “collective” Chinese. The temporal marker “только недавно…а уже” (only recently…
and already)” stresses the commentator’s doubts about Chinese rapid technological advancement, 
implying a delegitimation connotation. It is intensified by the synecdoche “рис собирали” (col-
lecting rice), where the agricultural past stresses doubts in technological capability.    

From the discursive viewpoint, this sentence introduces a culturally loaded synecdoche to 
deny moral legitimacy. The phrase “рис собирали” (collecting rice) taps into deeply entrenched 
post-Soviet macro-discourses that historically stereotyped China as a purely agrarian, technolog-
ically backward neighbor. The temporal contrast created by the elements “только недавно... а 
уже” (only recently... and already) serves to compress time, denying the manufacturer the evolu-
tionary right to claim high-tech status. The pragmatic effect is then grammatically intensified by 
the reflexive verb “мнят себя” (fancy themselves / imagine themselves to be), which carries an 
inherent semantic weight of delusion and unjustified arrogance. Through these lexico-grammatical 
choices, the commentator constructs a moral boundary, punishing the brand for violating the “nat-
ural” historical hierarchy of global automotive production.

The negative moral evaluation intensified during COVID-19 pandemic which spike moral 
criticism: “А Китай вообще должен понести ответственность, поэтому я призываю бой-
котировать китайские товары (China must be held accountable, so I call for a boycott…)”  
(2020). Here the commenter uses political moralization. “Китай (China)” is personified. Modal 
verb “должен (must)” denotes a strong obligation. On the other hand consumer acknowledge fast 
developing and omnipresent consumer goods: “Они быстро всему учатся. Я дома смотрю уже 
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все давно китайское, вся техника, кухонная, музыкальная, лампочки утюги и так далее...
пришло время оценить и автопром. (They learn fast indeed. I’ve been seeing Chinese products 
everywhere at home for a long time now…)”  (2017). 

Design originality (or “theft” of designs) and production standards further complicated moral 
legitimacy (Kapferer, 2012). For some consumers, copying is a significant challenge. Others are 
ready to accept it. As one commenter stated: “А кто не копировал? Немцы у американцев, 
японцы у немцев. Китайцы просто проходят тот же путь” (And who hasn’t copied? Ger-
mans copied Americans, Japanese copied Germans. Chinese are just going through the same path) 
(2020). Here, the statement starts with a rhetorical question that implies that copying is a universal 
strategy. Reference to the historical examples strengthens normalization. The path metaphor at the 
end of the statement portrays copying as a stage of development. The moral legitimation is con-
structed by rationalization mechanisms. 

It’s worth mentioning that moral legitimacy demonstrated the slowest improvement over the 
analyzed period. When addressing moral legitimacy, discursive strategies should note that moral 
framing is predominantly focused on the social meaning of consumption rather than on the product 
itself. It is tightly linked to the dichotomy of consumer types. The first clearly pronounced dichoto-
my is “rational vs. foolish”. Some consumers frame themselves as “consciously ignoring Chinese 
cars” as an equivalent of rationality, while their opponents, who “dive in headfirst,” are viewed as 
an equivalent of foolishness.  On the other hand, some use financial morality framing. They stress 
that those who opt for Chinese automobiles have more important life priorities and are seen as 
more responsible, preferring “to invest in children’s education or travel”.

All in all, consumers primarily refer to moral evaluation to construct moral legitimacy. At 
this point, we observe emotionally colorful metaphors and synecdoche used to present value 
judgements. Rationalization mechanisms appear mainly through historical anchors. Mythopoiesis 
mechanisms articulate the call for punishment of Chinese consumption. Unlike the pragmatic di-
mension, moral legitimacy relies on effective moral evaluation. 

4.2.3. Cognitive legitimacy dimension 
Although cognitive legitimacy accounts for only 10.2% of the total corpus, its linguistic man-

ifestations represent the most profound institutional shift in the dataset: the transition from “alien” 
to “normal.” Early commenters (2014-2016) exhibited a complete cognitive legitimacy deficit, us-
ing lexemes of incomprehension such as “непонятные” (incomprehensible) or “инопланетные” 
(alien), linguistically positioning the brands outside the established taxonomic boundaries of the 
automotive market.

By the 2020-2023 period, cognitive legitimation is achieved primarily through the discursive 
mechanism of mythopoiesis, specifically realized through normalization narratives. Linguistically, 
this is enacted through specific temporal adverbs and generic pronouns. Consider the following 
example: “СКОРО ВСЕ БУДУТ НА КИТАЙЦАХ ЕЗДИТЬ” (Soon everyone will be driving Chi-
nese cars) (2023). The temporal adverb “Скоро” (soon) creates a trajectory of inevitability. The 
universal quantifier/generic pronoun “все” (everyone) overrides individual consumer choice, es-
tablishing market dominance as a collective, naturalized future reality.

Furthermore, users frequently employ comparative historical analogies to enact cognitive as-
similation: “Когда появились первые японцы, бывалые владельцы лады ухмылялись” (When 
the first Japanese cars appeared, experienced Lada owners smirked) (2017). This specific narrative 
structure normalizes current skepticism by framing it as a temporary, repeatable historical phase. 
By grammatically parallelizing the Chinese entry into the market with the previously legitimized 
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Japanese entry, the discourse removes the “exotic” stigma, repositioning Chinese automobiles 
within a familiar, historically validated cognitive schema. 

The performed analysis shows that cognitive legitimacy is mainly constructed through mytho-
poiesis. Common tools are comparative mechanisms referring to historical analogies comparing 
Chinese automobiles to Japanese and Koreans. Comparisons are complemented by rationalization 
mechanisms. Moral evaluation is notably absent. 

The performed analysis lets us clearly distinguish three stages of legitimacy evolution (Table 
2). During the first stage (2014-2016), Chinese automobile brands were perceived with great skep-
ticism across three legitimacy dimensions. During this period, consumer comments focused on 
poor quality, safety concerns, and the perception of Chinese cars as inferior alternatives suitable 
only for budget-constrained buyers.

The second stage (2017-2019) marks the transition to legitimacy. At this stage, we observe 
consumers’ recognition of automobiles at the pragmatic level. However, the recognition is accom-
panied by persistent concerns about the moral dimension. At this stage, we observe the first traits 
of normalization narratives, as consumers begin comparing Chinese brands with their reputable 
competitors.    

By the third stage (2020-2023), pragmatic legitimacy is achieved. Cognitive normalization 
accelerated significantly, with Chinese brands increasingly framed as legitimate alternatives rather 
than questionable choices. Moral legitimacy improved modestly but remained the primary barrier 
to full market acceptance.

Table 2. Temporal evolution of legitimacy dimensions
Dimension 2014–2016 2017–2019 2020–2023
Pragmatic Low 

(cheap, unreliable)
Moderate 
(good features, price debates)

High 
(value leader, competitive pricing)

Moral Very Low 
(unsafe, unethical)

Low 
(some improvement, still distrusted)

Moderate 
(improving, but political baggage)

Cognitive Very Low 
(exotic, fringe)

Low 
emerging, niche)

Moderate 
(accepted as legitimate player)

Note. Summarized by the author. Qualitative labels (Low, Moderate, High) 
reflect the synthesized outcomes of the manual polarity coding combined with the thematic saturation 

of legitimation mechanisms. “Low” indicates prevailing negative polarity and a deficit of rationalization/
authorization; “Moderate” indicates an emerging balance of neutral/positive polarity alongside comparative 

normalization; “High” indicates dominant positive/neutral polarity and the widespread presence 
of naturalized, authoritative discourse.

A critical aspect of the legitimation process observed in the empirical material of the study is 
the continuous dialogic engagement (Bakhtin, 1981) between the lay consumer and the profession-
al automotive journalist. Consumer comments on these platforms do not exist in a vacuum. They 
rather operate as direct, often adversarial, responses to the institutional discourse of the test-drive 
articles above them.

Consumers frequently utilize quotation and direct address to challenge or validate the expert’s 
narrative, thereby renegotiating cognitive and pragmatic legitimacy. For example, commentators 
frequently target the journalist’s vocabulary or omissions, e.g., “Из статьи напрашивается 
вывод, что Н7 не дотягивает до конкурентов только из-за управляемости, которой пол 
статьи посвятили. Вот на кой хрен, простой смертный будет заморачиваться этими ню-
ансами на семейном кроссовере? … А в целом, смотрится гораздо интереснее Спортейд-
жа, интерьер, экстерьер, простор в салоне, опции, ценник” (From the article, the conclusion 
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suggests that the H7 falls behind its competitors only because of the handling, to which half the 
article was devoted. Why the hell would a mere mortal bother with these nuances in a family cross-
over? … But overall, it looks far more interesting than the Sportage – the interior, the exterior, 
cabin space, features, the price tag).

In such instances, users activate the discursive mechanism of anti-authorization, challenging 
the institutional authority of the journalist. By juxtaposing the journalist’s expert opinion with 
the “ordinary human” common sense, users democratize the legitimation process. The comment 
section thus transforms from a passive feedback loop into an active discursive battleground where 
the “professional” framing of Chinese cars is either collaboratively strengthened or persuasively 
deconstructed by the collective intelligence of the e-WOM community.

5.	 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

In this study, which aimed to explore how Russian consumers discursively construct, chal-
lenge, and renegotiate pragmatic, moral, and cognitive legitimacy for Chinese automotive brands 
on specialized forums, we examined the evolution of the Chinese automobile legitimacy process in 
the Russian market. We randomly selected 1,144 consumer comments from two online automobile 
forums published from 2014 to 2023. Drawing on the integrative framework developed based on 
Suchman’s legitimacy dimensions and van Leeuwen’s legitimation mechanisms, we performed 
content analysis. Our findings allow us to reconstruct a complex, multidimensional legitimation 
process.  

Rather than correcting Suchman’s (1995) theoretical paradigm, our findings provide critical 
empirical evidence of how legitimation sequences unfold in highly transitional, non-Western mar-
ket contexts. In markets where functional evaluation criteria dominate, we observe a distinct empir-
ical asynchronicity: pragmatic legitimacy acts as the vanguard, establishing itself rapidly through 
rationalized cost-benefit discourses, with moral and cognitive legitimacy lagging significantly, 
weighed down by historically entrenched cultural stereotypes. The findings suggest that pragmatic 
legitimation goes along with product quality improvement that triggers consumers’ reevaluation, 
while moral legitimacy is linked with value-based judgements deeply rooted in consumers’ minds 
and is highly resilient to change.  This sequence appears particularly suited to markets where 
functional evaluation criteria dominate and where entering brands confront major stereotyping or 
historical reputation challenges (Deephouse & Suchman, 2008).

Drawing on Van Leeuwen’s (2007) legitimation mechanisms, we demonstrate how authoriza-
tion, moral evaluation, rationalization, and mythopoiesis are realized through specific grammatical 
and lexical means in Russian-language consumer comments. 

By analyzing the specific lexico-grammatical choices (e.g., epistemic modality, cultural-
ly embedded metaphors, the use of the “us vs. them” juxtaposition through pronouns, syntactic 
framing), our study demonstrates that consumer legitimation is not merely a shift in numerical 
sentiment, but a complex linguistic renegotiation. The transition from using agrarian synecdoche 
(i.e., delegitimizing) to utilizing the precise statistical lexicon of automotive professionals (i.e., 
legitimizing) illustrates how macro-level institutional changes in the Russian market are enacted at 
the micro-discursive level. This highlights the value of merging organizational legitimacy frame-
works with critical discourse analysis, providing a deeper understanding of how perceptions of the 
market are constructed through everyday language.

Then, we offer a dynamic perspective to the evolution of the legitimation process by tracing 
legitimation over a decade.
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Moreover, we operationalize discursive legitimacy processes at the consumer level. Our find-
ings demonstrate that consumers are active legitimacy constructors rather than mere reflectors (Et-
ter et al., 2018; Palazzo & Scherer, 2006). Thus, we extend digital professional discourse research 
by demonstrating how consumer comments operate as a response to professional journalism. This 
interplay between professional and lay discourse offers a novel perspective on how legitimation 
unfolds interactively in online platforms. The study stresses the increasing importance of the digi-
tal space in the construction of discursive legitimacy. The online forum’s function extends far be-
yond the reflection of consumer sentiments, serving as an active legitimacy platform where market 
categories are constructed, challenged, and reconstructed by means of everyday communicative 
practices. 

From a practical standpoint, the findings are beneficial for marketers, highlighting the suc-
cess of the pragmatic legitimacy strategy prior to implementation. Emphasizing price-performance 
advantages, extended warranties, and feature superiority is a practical market-entry approach in 
price-sensitive markets with functional evaluation criteria. The outcomes indicate the relevance of 
strategic discourse framing in legitimacy acquisition. Given the asynchronous nature of develop-
ment, marketers may strategically prioritize legitimacy dimensions. 

By examining the comment sections of professional test-drive overviews, our study highlights 
the dialogic nature of digital consumer-to-consumer (C2C) discourse. Though the professional 
journalists provide the institutional foundation (e.g., detailing specifications and aesthetics), it is 
within the consumer comment sections that these expert evaluations are collectively contested, 
validated, or rejected. We demonstrate that ordinary consumers do not merely absorb institutional 
legitimacy - they actively engineer it from the bottom up, using highly specific lexico-grammatical 
means to restructure market hierarchies in real time.

The study is not without limitations. The data were gathered from two internet forums. Online 
forum users tend to overrepresent a more technically informed population. Moreover, male users 
outnumber female ones, which may downplay the female consumer perspective. Therefore, the 
findings do not aim for generalizability but rather demonstrate the general trend. Online comments 
from forums reflect the opinions of more active and adaptable consumers who are better informed 
about technological developments in automobiles and may differ from those of the general public.
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Appendix A
Coding sample

Legitimacy dimension Codes Operationalization 
Pragmatic Legitimacy Price/Value

Quality/Reliability
Features/Equipment
Performance
Service/Spare parts
Comfort

Comments about cost, pricing strategy, value for money
Mentions of build quality, durability, defects
Discussion of technical specifications
Acceleration, handling, fuel economy
Dealer network, maintenance, spare parts availability
Ride quality, noise, ergonomics

Moral Legitimacy Copying/Originality
Honesty/Transparency
Contribution to Economy
Business Ethics

Accusations of plagiarism vs. acknowledgment of innovation
Perceptions of truthful marketing, specification accuracy
Job creation, local investment (Russian factory)
Fair competition, respect for intellectual property

Cognitive Legitimacy Brand Recognition
Progress Recognition
Market Position
Future Expectations
Acceptance

Familiarity with Chinese brands
Acknowledgement of improvement over time
Understanding the automobile position in the market structure 
Predictions about brand trajectory
Assumptions about Chinese automobiles as “normal” choice


