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Future-forward  
China’s consumer markets

3 leaders share their perspective
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COVID-19 has prompted a rapid shift in consumer 
habits, behaviours and preferences – and 
accelerated digital adoption. This is certainly 
evident in China, which is returning to ‘normal’ 
ahead of most other regions. 

The timing of China’s response to the pandemic 
caused significant disruption to traditional 
holiday revenue for retailers and FMCGs. 
Traditionally, Chinese New Year and Valentine’s 
Day are major gifting seasons, so going into 
lockdown mode in late January and February 
impacted categories such as chocolate – while 
others, such as cleaning and health products and 
snack foods, saw unpredictable surges. 

Shifting resources quickly into these 
high-demand areas was critical. Some products 
and stores were regarded as essential, which 
enabled them to resume work earlier with 
government approval. Working through logistical 
issues, these companies focused on maintaining 
supply to consumers, government and the 
medical sector during the lockdown period.

And with many physical stores closed, digital 
channels were the key to performance during the 
peak of the crisis in China. In the first four months 
of 2020, China’s online retail sales increased 8.6%, 
while total retail sales dropped 16.2%.1 Korn Ferry 
data suggests online channels generated a 15% to 
30% incremental share increase of purchases 
across a range of categories.

This significant shift from offline to online 
continues, even though physical stores have now 
re-opened – especially in the grocery category. 

I recently spoke with three leaders in China’s 
FMCG and retail sectors about their experience 
during the global pandemic, and what their 
businesses are now focusing on as the country 
enters the next phase of recovery.

Josephine Chau, Senior Client Partner
Global Consumer Markets, Korn Ferry
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digitization
The role of

China was already a digital leader in 

consumer markets – it accounted for 

45% of global eCommerce 

transactions pre-COVID.2 But in a time 

of social distancing, consumers turned 

to their mobile devices even more to 

connect, shop and be entertained. 

There is no doubt COVID-19 has 

accelerated every organization’s 

digital journey. Many businesses have 

increased investment in O2O 

capabilities, digital media and new 

digital channels to drive consumption, 

and reduced focus on offline 

channels. 

Clarence Mak, President of Mars 

Wrigley China, says it was important 

to equip his people to work virtually 

from their homes. “This was an 

opportunity to re-evaluate how we 

work in the future. While our 

salesforce could not conduct 

customer visits, our digital team also 

rolled out online training sessions to 

enhance our internal digital and O2O 

capabilities.”

With strong demand for snacks and 

children’s candies, Mars Wrigley also 

looked for opportunities to drive 

digital traffic to online channels. “We 

piloted livestreaming and online 

community engagement programs.”

This focus on direct-to-consumer 

engagement is expected to continue. 

“We will also invest more in demand 

forecasting and end-to-end supply 

chain utilization, as well as improving 

efficiencies in finance, HR and 

operations,” says Clarence Mak. 

“Having developed our digital 

capabilities over the past 10 years, we 

know we still have room to improve.”

Metro Commerce Group also 

accelerated its digital efforts during 

COVID-19. Although it did not close 

any of its 97 stores, 40% of its 

customers are businesses – including 

hotels, restaurants, canteens, schools 

and major corporations who were all 

impacted during the crisis. 

“We had to find new ways to engage 

with them,” says Claude Sarrailh, 

President of Metro Commerce Group 

China. “So we developed virtual 

training to support their businesses – 

such as how to effectively sanitise 

their kitchen using specific products.”

Metro also took the opportunity to 

reach new customers directly through 

its JV partner Wumart’s digital 

platform Dmall. “It was a chance to 

increase our digital touchpoints to 

Virtual training and livestreaming

Shifting resources from offline to online 
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consumers. They were doing more home cooking, 

so we shared video sessions with our chefs 

showing how to cook healthy meals with fewer 

products,” Mr Sarrailh adds. 

Mr Sarrailh expects China’s advanced digitization 

trend to continue to accelerate. “We used to 

communicate frequently to our Metro members 

through their accounts, but now we can reach a 

much broader audience nationally through a 

variety of digital channels – such as livestreaming.”

JD.com reported a surge in retail livestreaming 

and social eCommerce during the lockdown – and 

China’s Ministry of Commerce noted more than 4 

million eCommerce live broadcasts were hosted in 

the first quarter of 2020.3

Post-COVID, live-streaming is likely to remain a 

significant distribution and promotional channel. 

Stephen Lau, Vice President & General Manager for 

SC Johnson, says his teams worked with 

customers and agency partners on livestreaming 

and innovative social media platforms. At the 

same time, they were meeting the surge in 

demand for China’s #1 home cleaning brand, Mr 

Muscle, and premium baby care brand Babyganics. 

“We engaged KOLs (Key Opinion Leaders) to 

livestream education videos for consumers on 

hygiene practices, but we also featured our 

management team to strengthen relationships 

with customers and employees,” he says. 

Because livestreaming offers genuine and 

interactive way of engagement, it became an 

effective channel for supporting employees, 

shoppers and third-party merchandisers during a 

stressful time. “We could instantly respond to the 

audience, and generate fun and engaging 

interactions,” Stephen Lau adds.

  

Strengthening relationships via video

“China’s lockdown was 
rigorous – most people 
avoided going out 
completely. But eCommerce 
was already an important 
channel for consumer 
products. Businesses that 
had invested in digital 
capabilities had an 
advantage, and it will 
continue to be the growth 
engine.”



Priorities for 
the future 

Preparing for consumer and economic shifts
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From streaming and gaming to shopping, Chinese 

consumer attention is online – and that’s not going to 

change. 

Looking ahead, these leaders all expect to continue 

experimenting with digital solutions – including 

direct-to-consumer channels. In China, many FMCG 

brands have well-established direct-to-consumer 

channels and they also invest in O2O strategies to gain 

visibility online, create hype and drive traffic to 

convenience stores, grocery stores – or home delivery 

options. 

“We accelerated the speed of digital experimentation 

during COVID-19, having first invested in digitization and 

eCommerce more than a decade ago,” says SC 

Johnson’s Stephen Lau. “Our consumers love the 

eCommerce channel – it’s convenient and very easy to 

use.”

Clarence Mak says a crisis can be turned into 

opportunity. “This experience should not go to waste. 

Right now, we are very much focused on business 

recovery.” For Mars Wrigley, this is likely to involve two 

types of changes:

1. Recession-related changes – such as value-price 

point products 

2. Long-term responses – consumers are likely to 

continue to buy online, so we will invest more into 

new digital channels, O2O and livestreaming.

Metro Commerce Group is also testing new ideas – such 

as shooting two-minute videos to share healthy food 

trends, or inform customers about the latest food source 

regulations.

“Metro stores are known for their range of high quality 

and trusted food sources, and we are now seeing a 

higher frequency of store visits. I can see this trend 

continuing, with consumers preferring healthier 

ingredients, safety and sustainability,” says Claude 

Sarrailh.



Re-thinking old work styles
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The experience of working remotely has proven a 

better work-life balance does not compromise 

productivity. Mars Wrigley is also piloting a new way 

of working, by testing the feasibility of more virtual 

work arrangements. 

“Prior to COVID-19, many of my colleagues were 

commuting up to two hours each way to the office – 

as well as numerous field trips and visits to our 

headquarters in Chicago every year. So we asked for 

volunteers to continue working from their home 

offices from May through to July to pilot test a new 

work model,” explains Clarence Mak. 

He says he’ll continue to review the situation to 

understand what may or may not be working. “My 

view is that we may not go back to what we thought 

was ‘normal’ in the days before COVID.”
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“Leaders are now putting the lessons of the first half 

of 2020 to work. They understand the importance of

building a more resilient and adaptable culture, 

underpinned by a strong purpose.”

 

As they move into business recovery, 

leaders may need to adjust their 

plans, learn from their experience and 

maximize opportunities along the 

way. 

“This is a time to challenge what we 

view as ‘normal’, because ‘normal’ 

may not come back. We need to be 

ready to be different, and better 

prepared for uncertainty,” says 

Clarence Mak. “The virus threat may 

never completely go away. We need 

to be prepared to continue 

operations while keeping employees 

safe all the time.”

Being better prepared means being 

more flexible – adapting operations, 

supply chain strategy or sourcing to 

quickly align with changes in 

government requirements or 

regulations. And it’s just as important 

to be able to quickly respond to new 

customer trends. “Staying on top of 

customer trends means constantly 

evaluating our business model to 

ensure we remain relevant in the 

changing market,” says Claude 

Sarrailh. “We need to be proactive 

and be able to respond very fast.”

Prioritising resilience and

partner safety 

SC Johnson has a strong sense of 

purpose as a ‘caring company’, and 

Stephen Lau says he will also continue 

to place a strong emphasis on being 

socially responsible. 

“It’s important for us to look after our 

supply chain partners, to ensure the 

stable supply of our products into 

China. We have been donating 

products to partners and distributors 

so they can disinfect their workspace 

and resume work safely,” he explains.   

SC Johnson was also one of the first 

batch multinational companies to 

donate significant amounts of 

disinfectant products and funds to 

Red Cross China, supporting its 

efforts in Wuhan during Chinese New 

Year.

His advice to leaders is to “Firstly, 

support your community to get 

through this challenging period safely. 

Then, with an anticipative mindset, 

prepare to ‘Rebound, Reboot and 

Reinvent’ so you can capture 

post-COVID opportunities in the new 

normal.



Lessons from
China’s experience
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Around the world, transformational change has been accelerated 

thanks to the global response to this pandemic. And although its 

economy and political systems may have some unique characteristics, 

the way Chinese businesses have responded can provide some 

valuable lessons for what lies ahead for the rest of the world.

Harness the power of purpose

The blueprint for business success has evolved. Trust people to do 

their work – even when you cannot physically supervise them – and 

guide them with a clear and compelling purpose.

Build in agility

This crisis is an opportunity to break down and re-build models, so 

they are fit for the future. Agile structures and collaborative 

ecosystems will help you respond to future disruptions.

Embed cultural change beyond the crisis

Change is now a given in the new normal, so make sure your culture 

can accommodate it. Identify the right behaviours and align with 

your reward and management structures.

Transform the digital capabilities within

The response to the pandemic has compressed years of future 

technological change into a matter of months – and shone a 

spotlight on the need for digital talent across every area of an 

organization.

Develop a new leadership mindset

It takes a rare type of leader to successfully navigate a crisis like 

COVID-19. You need to be able to analyse the situation, mobilise 

resources, and cultivate a culture that can respond and adapt.



COVID-19 has had a profound impact on the 

consumer goods sector – and while these three 

leaders operate in very different markets and 

categories they have all embraced the 

opportunity to accelerate their digital journey.

To remain relevant to consumers in a time of 

such massive change, every organization has had 

to adapt its processes and structures. To be more 

nimble and proactive, leaders also need to be 

hyper-aware of the actions of competitors, 

partners and regulators – and have a plan in place 

for the next disruption. 
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There is no going back to
the old ‘normal’ 
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