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Fun fact. 

The Romans believed the goddess Venus was born as a fully grown woman after Uranus had 
his genitals chopped off and thrown into the sea. For generations, nobody thought to question 
this story. To these ancient people, it was as true as the sky being blue or Italian summers 
unbearably hot. 

Over time, though, people began to question the validity of the story and replace it with new 
stories of their own. The birth of Venus would grow into mythology and now serves as a fun 
anecdote in a university classics course or cocktail party. 

In much the same way Romans passed down the birth of Venus from generation to generation, 
there are a lot of myths being passed down when it comes to doing business in China. Some 
aren’t even that old! Maybe they were true at one point, but the market moves fast. Coming 
out of the Coronavirus pandemic, much of what we used to consider true about Chinese 
consumers is no longer the case. Yet, many consultants, business owners, and distributors are 
still handing down outdated lore as fact.

In this month’s TSI Navigator™ Compass, we explore some of the newer myths floating around 
about how to succeed in the Chinese market. From what drives consumer purchases to the 
need for quality and safety, international influences to technology, it’s time to dispel some of 
the myths about myths about China. 
  

Andrew Kuiler
Founder & CEO 

FOREWORD
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A true global citizen, William brings a unique combination of strategy 
and design to the table, working alongside TSI’s global client 
portfolio to realise their brand visions. This is supported by a focus 
on human-centred thinking, meaning the insights he provides are 
always backed by what consumers actually want. Prior to TSI, he 
founded design agency DesignWB. 

WILLIAM BRENNER

TSI CONTRIBUTORS

With an undergraduate degree in business and a forthcoming master’s 
degree in applied analytics, Phoebe strives to help businesses derive value 
out of data. As an intern at The Silk Initiative, Phoebe mainly assists in 
translating survey data into insights for our international client base. Prior to 
TSI, Phoebe interned with Ernst & Young and Deloitte.

PHOEBE CHEN

Over the past decade, John has examined the societal impacts of China’s 
economic rise and has been honoured as one of the world’s top 100 voices 
on modern China. He also leads TSI’s marketing and communications. 
His previous work includes posts with the United Nations, McKinsey, A.C. 
Nielsen, and as a consultant with BSR, the world’s largest sustainability-
focused business network.

JOHN PABON

As an Associate Director at TSI, Aron helps ensure all research work leads 
to actionable strategies that can be clearly adopted and implemented to 
achieve our client’s business objectives. Before joining TSI, Aron worked 
at Mindshare in a range of strategy and insight positions both in London 
and Shanghai. In his spare time you will find him writing about cultural 
happenings connected to China.
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Emma plays an integral role in TSI’s strategic engagements. She brings 
a unique understanding of the Chinese advertising industry and mind of 
the Chinese consumer. Holding a Master’s Degree in marketing, she is 
particularly adept at transforming theoretical perspectives into practical 
applications. In a market moving at light speed, this ability demystifies much 
of the confusion in strategic branding, quantitative, and qualitative research.
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monolithic, but vary considerably based 
on age, location, and income levels. Some 
purchase based on aspiration. Some, to 
keep up with trends. Social media sites like 
the Little Red Book are highly influential, 
as are KOLs. Self-expression trumps 
conformity. Form beats function.  

Looking back on our TSI Navigator™ data 
over the past year, though, we started to 
notice subtle, but impactful, shifts in what 
we once considered truths about Chinese 
consumers. Without our quantitative, real-
time data, many shifts would have been 
hard to pick up.

External factors like the Coronavirus, 
international protocols such as the freshly 
inked Regional Comprehensive Economic 
Partnership, and uncertainty about the 
future are all contributing to these nearly 
imperceptible changes. This led us to 
explore the impact on consumer purchase 
decisions. What we found was that three 
of the biggest “truths” about Chinese 
consumers have actually become much 
more nuanced. Holding onto outdated 
mythologies, though, seems to still be par 
for the course. 

In this edition of the TSI Navigator™ Compass, 
we shine a light on these behaviours. 

It can be a daunting challenge to keep up 
with changes in the Chinese market. 

As a brand consultancy that advises global 
companies doing business in China, TSI often 
spends considerable time dispelling some 
of the biggest myths and misconceptions 
about the market. For years, we’ve had to 
convince new entrants that distributors don’t 
necessarily have all the answers, China is 
more than just Beijing or Shanghai, the plug-
and-play model doesn’t work, and domestic 
companies are much more competitive than 
many think. It seemed we finally broke this 
vicious cycle, convincing foreign companies 
operating in China to take a more consumer-
centric approach. 

We’re also always on the lookout for 
how things are evolving, especially when 
it comes to consumer behaviour. We 
thought we had a good handle on things, 
too. Although there have been slight 
changes, fads, and outliers, much of China’s 
trajectory over the last five years has been 
steady. That’s led us, as well as many 
businesses here, to develop truisms about 
the Chinese consumer. 

We’ve come to believe the Chinese 
consumer is driven by a need for safety, 
health, and wellness. They are not 

A MARKET MOVING AT 
WARP SPEED
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Over the past year, though, we’ve used the 
TSI Navigator™ platform to test more than 
100 products across 10 categories in various 
regions of China. This includes carbonated 
and alcoholic beverages, sweet and savoury 
snacks, functional drinks, ice cream, coffee, 
and tea. In our category research, we often 
find drivers around safety at the top of the 
list of consumer concerns. 

For at least the past decade, we’ve believed 
that safety is the key purchase driver for 
Chinese consumers. A lack of supply chain 
transparency, numerous food scandals, and a 
distrust of local products have all contributed 
to this sentiment. Covid-19, especially 
outbreaks at local wet markets and grocery 
stores, has only cemented this myth about 
Chinese consumers. 

Top Five Purchase Drivers Across Categories (%)

Comparing Emotional And Functional Attributes’ Correlations With Purchase Intent  

MYTH #1: ALL CHINESE 
CONSUMERS CARE 
ABOUT IS SAFETY

Things get interesting, however, when we 
dig into the category and look at individual 
products themselves. That’s because while 
safety may be top of mind at a category 
level, consumers care about entirely different 
things when they’re staring at a store shelf. 

At a category level, safety is often the biggest purchase driver. 

A correlation coefficient score above +/- 0.6 shows a strong positive/negative relationship.

If we look at the above chart of correlation 
coefficients, “is safe” is way down at the 
bottom of the list with a score of +0.3. Not 
only is it not a critical attribute, but it’s 
close to finding itself in negative territory. 
Attributes around relatability, likeability, and 
success are far more important for consumer 
purchase behaviour. All this indicates 
emotional connections contribute far more 
to whether or not someone will buy your 
product versus the core functional attributes 
we used to assume were all-encompassing.

Emotional 
Attributes

Functional 
Attributes
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MYTH #2: JUST BEING 
UNIQUE IS ENOUGH

bars to durian Oreos, hot and sour seafood 
soup Lays and egg yolk crisps, some have 
performed better than others. In fact, there 
are numerous examples of unique products 
performing poorly versus the more standard 
products which end up doing quite well. 

When we looked at this idea of uniqueness, 
and how it impacts product purchase intent, 
TSI Navigator™ data revealed something 
interesting. Rather than uniqueness driving 
conversion, it was the least important factor 
for consumers. There is, in fact, a moderately 
negative correlation between the statement 
“it’s different or unique in some way,” and 
whether or not a consumer will purchase a 
product. That means the further something 
strays from convention, the less likely it is to 
sell. Data also shows that purchase drivers 
like taste and quality are far more important 
than uniqueness. 

It’s not uncommon to see brands give in to 
temptation and start to extend their range. 
Perhaps it’s through a collaboration with the 
latest “it” product. Sometimes, we see this in 
extension to adjacent categories. All of this 
is driven by the need to differentiate their 
product in a hyper-competitive market. It is 
also a slippery slope as brand extension may 
quickly lead to brand dilution. 

For products in the food and beverage 
space, flavour development is often seen 
as the lowest hanging fruit when it comes 
to differentiation. It doesn’t take much 
for an R&D team to switch out flavour 
profiles on popular products. After this, 
all you have to do is give the pack a new 
colour and, voila! Instant line extension and 
greater chance of success. 

Except, that’s not always the case. 

Supermarket shelves in China are littered 
with “unique” products that took a huge 
gamble with flavour. From spicy Snickers 

To demonstrate this, check out these examples.

SNOW BEER - PURE DRAFT BEER NBEER - BEIJING GOSE MODERN SOUR BEER

Purchase intent falls as product uniqueness increases. 

Snow Pure Draft Beer, while a fairly standard offering, had a markedly higher purchase intent score 
versus the unique taste of Beijing Gose Modern Sour Beer. 

Functional Statement: It’s different or unique in some way (%)

Functional AttributesFunctional Attributes

Correlation Between “Uniqueness” and Purchase Intent Avg.
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MYTH #2: JUST BEING UNIQUE IS ENOUGH

MENG NIU - PURE MILK (ORIGINAL FLAVOR)

Functional Attributes Functional Attributes

AMBROSIAL - COFFEE FLAVOR YOGURT

Ambrosial’s Coffee Flavored Yogurt does not perform nearly as well as 
Meng Niu’s original flavoured pure milk.
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FULL CONCEPT THREE SQUIRRELS - SALT EGG 
YOLK MALT SANDWICH BISCUIT

Functional Attributes Functional Attributes

LAY'S - FIZZY CHIPS (LACTOBACILLUS 
FLAVOURED SOFT DRINK FLAVOR)

Although slightly unique, Three Squirrels Salt Egg Yolk Malt Sandwich Biscuits are nowhere 
near as different as Lay’s Soft Drink Flavored Fizzy Chips. Yet, the more conventional of the 
two performed better with consumers.  
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MYTH #3: GREAT PACK 
DESIGN ALONE WILL 
MOVE PRODUCTS

But what we’ve seen is that many brands 
misunderstand what defines effective 
packaging design. There is so much more 
than just the visual elements of a pack that 
determine whether or not someone is going 
to buy your product. Let’s look at a few 
examples from TSI Navigator™ data that 
show the nuance behind good pack design. 

Last, but not least, is the myth that Chinese 
consumers value form over function. Basically, 
if your product packaging looks good then 
that’s enough to grab eyeballs and move it off 
the shelf. 

Of course it’s important to have a pack that 
is visually appealing, especially when there is 
so much competition for consumer attention. 

Functional Attributes That Strongly Correlated With The Top 5 Emotional Attributes  

This chart shows the relative importance of emotional versus functional attributes in 
purchase decisions.

Looking good versus being good

Packaging examples seen from popular brands in China (from left Nongfu waters, Ye Shu, Mengniu, 
and Yili). From these examples, we can see different approaches on the packaging front, from visual 
aesthetics to information hierarchy. 

The outside appearance of a pack is often 
assumed to be the driving force behind 
purchase decisions. Based on Navigator™ 
data, however, we’ve found a weak correlation 
between purchase intent and the statement, 
“it looks good.” The correlation coefficient 
of -0.2 means the visual elements of the 
pack itself are not enough to leave a positive 
impression with consumers. 

What does leave a positive impression are 
elements like product quality, ingredients, and 
the ability to serve a consumer need. These 
could include such things as nutritional needs 
or quality requirements. Therefore, when 
designing a winning package it’s important to 
balance visual design (a highly emotive need) 
with cues that demonstrate functional needs 
and resonant reasons to believe. 
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MYTH #3: GREAT PACK DESIGN ALONE 
WILL MOVE PRODUCTS

Demonstrating benefits

But, how do you demonstrate 
functional benefits of a product without 
compromising on good pack design? It 
all comes down to keeping things simple 
through clear positioning. 

When considering pack design, pay extra 
attention to the key aspects that will 
resonate best with consumers. Make it easy 
for them to quickly grasp the functional 
benefits of your product and why they need 
it in their life. You can certainly do all of this 
and still show how your product is unique 
through a visual medium. Think through how 
you can visually demonstrate your brand 
values, product attributes, and benefits to 
better trigger purchase intent. 

To illustrate this point, we ran an experiment 
through TSI Navigator™. We tested the same 
product with different amounts of information 
to see how consumers would react. Each 
concept had varying levels of product 
information on it. You can see the concept 
on the left has a full product description, 
while that on the right has a very limited 
amount of information. The concept with 
more information scored considerably higher 
in purchase intent. At the same time, it also 
ranked lower in appearance. This shows that 
visuals alone are not the only important part 
of pack design, but also the need to include 
relevant and enganging product descriptions.

FASIMIYU - TAIWAN BOBA CHOCOLATE FASIMIYU – TAIWAN BOBA CHOCOLATE 

“I like to drink bubble tea and love the chewy pearls inside. 
Every time I drink it, I always sweep away the whole cup 
and eat all the pearls. It would be great if I could eat the 
bubble tea and the pearls as a snack.”

Taiwan Boba Chocolate is the bubble tea that can be chewed. 
The individually packed chocolate sphere tastes bounce and 
chewy, combining the flavors of bubble tea and chocolate. This 
snack gives you a bubble tea which can be chewed at anytime 
and anywhere.  

Taiwan Boba Chocolate is made of fine chocolate generated 
from selected cocoa powder. The high-quality pearl inside is 
wrapped by the chocolate, together to give a chewy, smooth, 
delicate and mellow taste. Taiwan Boba Chocolate combines 
the sweetness of chocolate and the familiar taste of bubble 
tea, leaving a strong flavor in the mouth.

This individually wrapped chocolate combines 
chocolate with boba milk tea flavour to make boba tea 
chewable and even more tasty.

Functional Attributes Functional Attributes
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• Chinese consumers are more 
conservative than previously thought. 
Beware the product that strays too far 
out of line! Although differentiation is 
an important consideration to remain 
competitive, there are limits to this. Data 
showing uniqueness for uniqueness’ sake 
may harm product performance. That’s 
why it’s better to keep your NPD closer to 
home instead of extending your product to 
places consumers might not follow.

• Consumers care more about what 
a product does than how it looks.  
Having your product fly off the shelves 
is going to take more than just a pretty 
pack design. You’ll need clear positioning 
front-and-centre, as well as the right 
attributes and reasons to believe. Striking 
the right balance between the visual and 
the functional is the key to winning over 
Chinese consumers.  

Even though we were surprised by some of 
these findings, you can’t argue with data. 
Luckily, a year’s worth of information across a 
large sample of Chinese consumers gives us 
total confidence in the shifts we’re currently 
witnessing. While they might seem small, at 
scale they show a huge potential for impact 
on sales and performance. How to manage 
that impact will come down to three things.

• Understand, don’t assume, what 
drives consumer purchase decisions.  
As we saw with the issue of safety, 
emotional and functional drivers are much 
more nuanced the further you drill down. 
There’s no indication you’ll have to hyper-
target consumers in China yet. But, it’s 
important to go deeper than just having a 
surface-level understanding of behaviour. 

CONCLUSION
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We hope looking at these subtle shifts in 
behaviour helps to dispel some of the more 
contemporary myths about what works for 
the Chinese market. But, this is only the 
beginning. Coming out of the pandemic, 
we’re likely to see even more changes in 
how consumers approach their purchase 
decisions. TSI will continue to keep an eye 
on these movements so we can pass them 
on to all who listen. 
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TSI strongly believes in the importance of quantitative data when 
analysing and determining consumer trends. Qualitative insights are 
good, but only go so far. Numbers, however, speak volumes. That’s why 
we created TSI Navigator™, the industry’s first and only dynamic data 
intelligence platform that collects, analyses, and visualises the China food 
and beverage landscape. Navigator™ explores 10 F&B categories across 8 
of the most important cities in China, cities where companies are looking 
to for growth. 

The monthly TSI Navigator™ Compass is based on TSI Navigator™ 
trend analysis, quantitative analysis, literature reviews, and qualitative 
interviews with industry leaders. It also draws on TSI’s industry 
expertise in flavour profiling, snacking, consumer products, food and 
beverage, and wellness. 

This research is part of The Silk Initiative’s continued examination of 
consumer trends throughout the region. With this report, The Silk 
Initiative (TSI) aims to educate foreign and domestic brands on the latest 
topics prevalent to business success in the food and beverage, consumer 
packaged goods, fast moving consumer goods, and wellness sectors. 

This edition was written by Phoebe Chen, John Pabon, Aron Solomons, and 
Emma Wu, with contributions from members of the TSI China team. The 
authors wish to thank external interviewees and other TSI colleagues who 
provided feedback. Any errors that remain are those of the authors. Please 
direct comments or questions to John Pabon at  john@thesilkinitiative.com. 

ABOUT THE TSI NAVIGATOR™ COMPASS DISCLAIMER

The Silk Initiative publishes occasional special reports as a contribution 
to the wider understanding of various business sectors. Through this 
work, however, TSI is not endorsing, supporting, or representing any 
brand, company, or organisation. The views expressed in this publication 
are those of its authors and do not reflect those of TSI’s current or 
previous clients. Special reports contain preliminary research, analysis, 
findings, and recommendations. They are circulated to stimulate a 
timely discussion and critical feedback and to influence ongoing debates 
on emerging topics relevant to business success. 

Certain information set forth in this presentation contains “forward-
looking information.” Although forward-looking statements contained 
in this presentation are based upon what management of the company 
believes are reasonable assumptions, there can be no assurance 
forward-looking statements will prove to be accurate. The company 
undertakes no obligation to update forward-looking statements 
except as required by applicable securities laws. The reader is 
cautioned not to place undue reliance on forward-looking statements.

FORWARD-LOOKING STATEMENTS

mailto:john%40thesilkinitiative.com?subject=The%20TSI%20Navigator%E2%84%A2%20Compass
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ABOUT TSI

At The Silk Initiative, we use data-led 
foresight to future-proof ambitious consumer 
brands. Our business is to create and validate 
data-driven brand strategy solutions for our 
clients’ future ambitions. 

TSI is one of the world’s few consumer goods 
brand consultancies sitting at the intersection 
of foresight, strategy, innovation, and creative 
development. We work with partners across 
research and development, marketing, 
consumer insights, and futures. From our 
base in Shanghai, we help clients around 
the world make smarter brand and product 
decisions by combining our tools and services, 
excellent advisory, future-focused thinking 
and tangible, actionable assets.

We do this through three distinct practice 
areas to help companies discover, innovate, 
and scale their market opportunities.

Discover. Whether it’s short-term brand diagnostic work or comprehensive brand 
positioning, we take a comprehensive look at your category, consumers, and 
competitors to provide a complete assessment of opportunities and future risks, 
helping you feel informed and competent as a brand owner.

Innovate. Our proprietary innovation development and visual design approaches 
bring brand, product, pack, and communication platform ideas to life. This gives your 
business culturally inspired, relevant solutions that will get noticed in the market today 
and in the future.

Scale. Our rigorous brand validation techniques help our clients understand the 
measurable future return on investment of their brand strategies. This ensures you 
have the confidence, excitement, and motivation to maximise your market potential.

In addition, our proprietary tool, Navigator™, is the industry’s first dynamic data 
intelligence platform that collects, analyses, and visualises the China food and 
beverage landscape. Navigator™ looks at 10 major F&B categories from consumers 
across 8 key cities in China to understand drivers and trends in real time. The tool is 
designed to help companies make smarter decisions in food and beverage in China, 
particularly when it comes to innovation.



28 THE TSI NAVIGATOR™ COMPASS | NOVEMBER 2020

 

The TSI Navigator™ Compass:
Myth Busters

Dispelling the Myths About Myths About China 

November 2020
Copyright © The Silk Initiative

Follow us 
on WeChat!

Aron Solomons 
Associate Director
aron@thesilkinitiative.com

John Pabon
Marketing and Communications
john@thesilkinitiative.com

丝翼企业管理咨询（上海）有限公司上海市徐汇区建国西路406号2楼215室200031
No.406 Jian Guo Xi Road, 2F, Unit 215,Xu Hui Shanghai District, Shanghai 200031, P.R.C

www.thesilkinitiative.com

For more information, 
please contact: 

mailto:golden%40thesilkinitiative.com%0D?subject=The%20Milk%20Initiative
http://www.thesilkinitiative.com
mailto:john%40thesilkinitiative.com?subject=The%20TSI%20Navigator%E2%84%A2%20Compass%20%7C%20November%202020
mailto:aron%40thesilkinitiative.com%0D?subject=The%20TSI%20Navigator%E2%84%A2%20Compass%20%7C%20November%202020

