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This special report shares emerging analysis 
and perspectives on topical trends in the food 
and beverage industry. 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, and fast moving consumer good sectors. 

It is based on proprietary TSI Navigator trend 
analysis, literature reviews, and qualitative 
interviews with industry leaders. It also draws 
on TSI’s industry expertise in semiotics, culture, 
consumer products, and food and beverage. 

The Gap Year was written by Joel Bacall, 
William Brenner, Golden Huang, Evelyn 
Hussain, John Pabon, and Scarlett Wen, with 
contributions from members of the TSI China 
team. The authors wish to thank TSI and 
external interviewees, as well as 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. 

The Silk Initiative publishes occasional 
special reports as a contribution to the wider 
understanding of the F&B sector. 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 that forward-
looking statements will prove to be accurate, 
as actual results and future events could 
differ materially from those anticipated in 
such statements. The company undertakes 
no obligation to update forward-looking 
statements if circumstances or management’s 
estimates or opinions should change except 
as required by applicable securities laws. The 
reader is cautioned not to place undue reliance 
on forward-looking statements.

ABOUT THIS SPECIAL REPORT DISCLAIMER

Forward-Looking Statements

mailto:john%40thesilkinitiative.com?subject=
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For students around the world, a gap year is a time-honoured 
tradition. This is a time many students take off before they begin 
university or join the work force. It’s a way to let loose and break the 
shackles of parental authority. For most, it’s the first time they’ve 
been away from home for an extended period of time. Some will travel 
the world, finding themselves in the process.

You might be wondering why in the world we named our annual 
insights report after a time where teenagers go overseas and party. It’s 
simple. Not only are those future captains of industry learning how to 
deal with a vicious hangover, they’re also gaining valuable experiences 
which will set them up for later in life. These are experiences they’d 
never receive in school, but ones just as important to success. 

At TSI, we believe 2020 is going to be a sort of gap year for 
the F&B industry. That’s because 2020 will be all about the 
consumer experience. 

Gone are the days where flooding grocery store shelves with your 
products equated to market success. Sure, you’ll still see some of 
the world’s biggest players taking up prime supermarket real estate. 
Now, though, savvy brands are more concerned about the experience 
consumers have when they interact with a product. This is set to 
increase in 2020 in five distinct ways: the customised user experience; 
entertainment; decision-making; storytelling; and, packaging. Each will 
shape brand success over the coming year. 

I’m pleased to present our third annual trend report, The Gap Year, and 
hope you gain all the knowledge you need to have a successful 2020. 

Andrew Kuiler
Founder & CEO 

FORWARD
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TSI CONTRIBUTORS

As an Associate Director with TSI, Joel helps clients push concept, 
brand, and platform strategies forward. From developing market entry 
strategies for large brands, such as Mars, Campbells, Simplot, and Vita 
Coco, to helping design teams craft exquisite packaging that resonates 
with local consumers, his keen eye for strategy and branding is second 
only to his drive for results. 

As head of TSI’s newest practice area – innovation – Evelyn works closely 
with our research team to transform data into new product and brand 
developments. She ensures our creative processes and frameworks stay 
ahead of the curve when it comes to best-in-class innovation. 

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 design-led thinking, meaning the insights he provides are always 
backed by what consumers actually want. 

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.

An expert in semiotic and anthropological research, Golden possesses 
extensive knowledge in sociology, cultural insights, and creative 
strategy. He works with TSI clients to help them understand complex 
societal trends. He has experience developing strategies for brands 
like Unilever, Disney, Coty, Ford, and Givaudan, as well as working 
with the Hong Kong Government. 

Scarlett prides herself on being the perfect combination of 
strategic linear thinker and creative, able to easily navigate 
between the two areas. This has enabled her to become a master 
in information synthesis, consumer understanding, and trend 
analysis.

JOEL BACALL EVELYN HUSSAIN

WILLIAM BRENNER JOHN PABON

GOLDEN HUANG SCARLETT WEN

https://www.thesilkinitiative.com/joel-bacall
https://www.thesilkinitiative.com/will-brenner
https://www.thesilkinitiative.com/golden-huang
https://www.thesilkinitiative.com/evelyn-hussain
https://www.thesilkinitiative.com/john-pabon
https://www.thesilkinitiative.com/scarlett-wen
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2019: A YEAR IN REVIEW 

What a year it’s been! 

It’s hard to keep track of all the biggest happenings in the global food 
and beverage industry over the past year. Most, you’ve probably already 
forgotten. How about April’s $1.3 billion sell off of Kellogg’s snack 
brands to Ferrero? Or buying sprees from the likes of Ab InBev, Mengniu 
Dairy, and others? Consumers have ditched plastic en masse, adopted 
alternative proteins seemingly overnight, all while technology is disrupting 
how, when, and what we eat. Of course, we’ve got the ongoing U.S./China 
trade war to contend with as well. 

Before diving in to some of the big trends set to 
shape the Asian F&B market in 2020, let’s take 
a look back at the year that was. TSI’s Evelyn 
Hussain, Scarlett Wen, and Golden Huang 
explore three of the biggest F&B trends this 
past year. 
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THE PLANT-BASED REVOLUTION

Although human actions have warmed the planet for decades, we’ve only recently started 
discussions around the negative environmental impact of industrial livestock. Not only is the 
legitimacy of the Paris climate agreement being called into question, polar ice caps reaching their 
second-lowest levels ever, and humanity passing the carbon tipping point, but we’ve come to find out 
our cute, cud-eating four-legged friends have had a bigger role in all this than previously imagined.  

You’d be forgiven if you didn’t realise this, though. We’re inundated with conflicting messaging. 
The meat industry wants us to consume more, promising it’s doing its part to save the planet. 
Conservationists and environmentalists, on the other hand, are trying to curtail our dependence on 
the meat industry. 

Regardless of which side of the fence you sit on, though, the future of protein is really being 
determined by global innovation. From China to Singapore, the U.S. and Europe, we’re seeing 
consumer demand for more sustainable options finding their way into the food R&D process.

Evelyn Hussain

China at the centre

China is impacting the global food economy in 
more ways than most understand. Consider this: 
China feeds nearly 20% of the world’s population 
with only 8% of the world’s arable land. To keep 
those bellies full, China relies heavily on trade 
agreements with foreign partners like Australia, 
the United States, and Chile. With a middle 
class increasingly adopting a more western diet, 
Chinese meat imports have grown over the past 
few years. In January 2019, the market research 
firm CB Insights noted that China’s total protein 
consumption is set to continue growing at a 
rate of 3% to 4% each year, with the country 
projected to account for 35% of the global 
protein market by 2025. 

As the Chinese become more exposed to the 
world beyond their borders, they are starting to 
connect the dots between the consumption of 
meat and the environment. The origins of their 
food, their connection to nature, their health and 
well-being, food habits, and body awareness are 
all starting to become major focal points. 

It’s an open secret that this growth is just 
not sustainable. Government efforts, like a 
2016 campaign to halve meat consumption, 
are working to change meat eating habits. 
Furthermore, the Chinese Government recently 
revealed its much lauded 13th Five-Year Plan 
– an effort highly praised by the UN – in which 
heavy emphasis was placed on environmental 
health and a dedication to development through 
a low-carbon pathway.
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THE PLANT-BASED REVOLUTION

Other efforts, like Wild Aid’s Shu Shi Initiative to cut down on meat, are 
backed by major celebrity endorsers. Consumer trends, particularly 
around lifestyles of health and sustainability, are also gravitating towards 
alternative methods of protein consumption. In fact, plant-based protein 
and foods are not at all foreign to China. Going as far back as the Southern 
Song dynasty over 800 years ago, Buddhist-influenced vegetarianism and 
the consumption of plant-based food, or “mock meat”, were the mainstay 
of the Chinese diet.

Even in modern times, mock shark’s fin and mock abalone offer an 
affordable ersatz to their genuine, but more expensive namesakes.

Companies like Qishan Foods, one of China’s biggest plant-based food 
producers, have teamed up with Walmart to launch plant-based meat 
products in the over 400 Walmart stores across the country.

BoyaLife, a company working out of a 200 million yuan (more than $31 
million) facility south of Beijing, opened a commercial animal cloning centre 
with the intention of providing 5% of China’s meat. While the reception has 
been mixed, the FDA has said there are no complications unique to cloning. 

Internationally, companies like Beyond Meat have been quick to recognise 
plants as a better alternative source of protein. They also realised that 
people still liked the taste of meat, and have leveraged on star power to 
back their meatless, plant-based products. 

The world is starting to recognise that the animal-protein food supply 
chain is simply unsustainable. A study by Nielsen revealed that between 
June 2017 and June 2018, plant-based food sales grew by an astonishing 
20% for a total of $3.3 billion, a number expected to rise to $6.43 billion 
by 2023. From awareness at the grassroots to the passing of policies at 
high levels, these are all strong signs that consumers are onboard to help 
propel the plant-based phenomenon forward. And we have the zeitgeist, 
the spirit of the times, working in favour of this.
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TAPPING INTO NOSTALGIA

The days of dumping a product into the 
Asian market and expecting success are 
well and truly over. One can no longer rely 
on provenance, name recognition, or price as 
the key differentiator that drives consumer 
conversion. Today, success comes at a much 
higher cost, especially with how far brands go 
being creative. Both foreign and domestic brands 
across the region seem to have gladly taken 
up this creativity challenge. It doesn’t always 
work out so well. The market is full of confusing 
campaigns, head-scratching flavours, and 
forgettable moments. But, creative gambles can 
also pay off in big ways. 
 
As the largest market in the region, China often 
plays a big part in leading consumer direction. 
We’ve noticed that brands who do well tap into 
nostalgia to drive conversion. 

One of China’s most recognizable, time-honoured 
domestic brands, White Rabbit candies are a 
staple of Chinese nostalgia. Unfortunately, the 
product had lost much of its market share over 
the past decade to newer, modern competitors. 
Seen as outdated, the company had to do 
something drastic to regain share and consumer 
loyalty. To do this, White Rabbit began partnering 
with brands in tangential segments. Cross-over 
collaborations with brands in the perfume, tea, 
and cosmetics sectors gave White Rabbit space 

Scarlett Wen

to modernise and hit new target segments. 
The result was an astounding turnaround for a 
withering brand. White Rabbit flavoured lip balm 
sold out within minutes, while a White Rabbit milk 
tea collaboration commanded a 2,000% premium 
and five-hour waits in line across many markets in 
Asia-Pacific. 

As TSI’s noted before, the key to driving 
impressions in China is by allowing yourself to 
have fun. This doesn’t only relate to the new 
product development process, but also in how you 
design your pack. Chinese snack brand, Wei Long, 
has taken this to heart in some of the innovative 
packs hitting shelves recently. Often seen as a 
brand for older people, Wei Long is tapping into 
a sense of creative individualism among younger 
Chinese consumers. The general impression 
of their space – one Chinese refer to as “spicy 
strips” – is not all too positive. Most consumers 
view these products as cheap snack alternatives 
sold in corner markets, nutritionally void and 
not preferred. But, they are a piece of many 
childhoods. Pack innovation is giving the brand 
a bit of a renaissance and certainly changing its 
image among consumers. They are now quickly 
gaining a position of prominence versus their 
competitors, with consumers more likely to view 
Wei Long as cool and upmarket. Much like White 
Rabbit, tapping into creativity and nostalgia is 
resuscitating a brand on life support. 

http://www.ecns.cn/business/2018-09-21/detail-ifyyehna1448841.shtml
https://www.scmp.com/business/companies/article/3013894/white-rabbit-milk-tea-sells-2000-cent-premium-chinese-consumers
https://www.shine.cn/biz/economy/1906106355/
https://www.thesilkinitiative.com/post/with-new-product-development-give-yourself-permission-to-play
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BUILDING A COMMUNITY

One of the biggest questions on the minds 
of innovators today is how to approach 
millennials. As a segment, they do have a 
number of similarities: social media savvy; 
global consciousness; a need for the next big 
thing. In China, though, there’s a particularly 
unique aspect to the millennial psyche. A 
decades-old governmental policy and changing 
social structure both influence how China’s 
millennials view the world, where they spend 
their time, and what they buy. In short, they are 
looking for a community.

Golden Huang

As a means of curbing the population, China 
implemented its well-known One-Child Policy 
back in the late 1970s. While this has recently 
been relaxed, its impact on everything from 
gender ratios to urbanisation is still easy to 
see. Overall, the policy imbued a sense of 
individualism in those children born during 
these years. It makes sense. Having no 
brothers or sisters, many children simply had 
to make do with just themselves. Interestingly, 
the Confucian social order is based around 
community. So, not only was the One-Child 
Policy a major shift in population but also in the 
structure of Chinese society.
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BUILDING A COMMUNITY

How, then, can business rethink this need 
for community among Chinese millennials? 
When it comes to the food and beverage 
industry, your first stop might very well be 
packaging. Consider how to build interactivity 
and connectedness into your pack so that it 
moves away from a single-use by a single user 
into an experience worthy of sharing. Oreo, 
for example, created a pack allowing users to 
make their own DJ booth. To add to a sense 
of community the product’s T-Mall page notes 
purchaser names, building belonging for this 
group. This can also shine through in your 
marketing, copy, and advertising. H5, one of 
the newest channels for product campaigns, 
blends interactivity, creativity, and fun into 
online marketing. Traditional rice pudding 
brand Wu Fangzhai used H5 to launch a 
successful storytelling campaign allowing 
users to direct the flow of the story through 
a series of prompts. These, and more, are all 
examples of innovation towards community-
minded millennial consumers. What these 
platforms and brands tell us is that if you offer 
intention, you’re more likely to gain traction 
with this segment. A fancy product and great 
packaging have now become too static. This 
cohort puts connectedness and belonging at 
the front of the line.

Fast forward to today and you see this sense of 
individualism turning back on itself. Now, younger 
Chinese want a sense of community. There is 
growing nostalgia for bygone times where family 
and village units insulated and protected. No 
longer content with being lonely, millennials are 
seeking out modern ways to come together. The 
hope is for a steep change over the many years 
ahead of them.

Take, for example, social media in China. We 
all know about the massive numbers of users, 
Internet penetration even in rural villages, and 
online sales during marquee holidays like Single’s 
Day. Go a level deeper, though, and you’ll see 
a very different use for social media. New live 
streaming sites like Kuaishou give people in first-
tier cities like Shanghai a glimpse into the lives 
of their rural counterparts. While some urban 
millennials may take a more tongue-in-cheek 
view of the platform, poking fun at their “country 
bumpkin” peers, more and more consumers 
are realising the connective power of the digital 
landscape. WeChat’s radar functions connect 
strangers together and Weibo’s Super Topic 
allows millions of users to form communities of 
opinion at one time. All of this together points to 
the desire to connect and build communities. In 
short, digital is the catalyst for a lot of the social 
changes millennials desire.

20 THE GAP YEAR | TSI 2019
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TRENDS FOR 2020

In 2020, it’s going to be all about consumer experience. 

We’ve dramatically changed the way we interact with the world around 
us. From technology to travel, consumers are shunning materialism for 
memories. This means the user experience is now just as important, if not 
more important, as the product itself. Within the Asian food and beverage 
market, we see this playing out in a few distinct ways. 

• Users are going to push for an experience customised to their 
unique view of the world. 

• Eating out will no longer be just about the food, but also the 
experience surrounding it. 

• In retail and packaged goods, consumers will want safe ways to 
experiment with new and unique flavours. 

• Across all sectors, the importance of storytelling will return to 
centre stage in product and brand differentiation. 

• Packaging is going to get a bit of a facelift this year, egged on by 
advancements in technology. 

Without further ado, let’s dive in to what will be trending in 2020. 
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ME, ME, ME: THE RISE OF THE CUSTOMISED USER EXPERIENCE

It seems the people who coined the term 
“the me generation” back in the 1970s were 
just a couple decades early. That’s because 
we’re seeing more about “me” today than ever 
before. Where we really see this playing out 
is in how consumers want to experience the 
products they purchase. From personalised 
Coca-Cola cans to a pair of Nike shoes you 
design yourself, it’s clear people want a say in 
the things they use. 

According to CB Insights, there are three 
categories of personalised goods. The first 
are those offering personalised solutions to 
everyday problems. Think beauty boosts for 
dry skin. Second, are those giving personalised 
guidance. This is often through some sort of 
quiz which will then direct a consumer to the 
right product for their needs. Lastly are fully 
personalised products, primarily in the cosmetic 
sector. Consumers can now make their own 
lipsticks, perfumes, and shampoos. Sure it costs 
a pretty penny, but aren’t you worth it? 

You’ll notice personalised goods are found 
primarily in the beauty category, where 
experimentation is more science than art. It’s 
fairly easy to switch out a red for a pink, or 
vetiver for rose. What about doing the same 
thing in the highly complex food and beverage 
industry? Production costs, supply chain issues, 

and product consistency are hard enough at 
scale. Won’t they be much more problematic 
when done consumer by consumer? It’s true 
that at this stage, there has been difficultly in 
adopting personalized customer experiences 
within F&B packaged goods. But, advances in 
technology are set to change all that. 

Most analysts point to the 3D printer as the 
way in for F&B. Already across Asia we see 
cafes that will print your photo on top of your 
cappuccino. It’s not a stretch of the imagination 
to think a printer could create a faux steak in 
the not-too-distant future. Major flavour houses 
are experimenting with technology to adjust 
scent, texture, and product flavour in real time 
with the touch of a button. This will eventually 
allow for quick changes in the make-up of the 
things we eat and drink. 

In some cases, the future is now. Take British 
brewery D.N.Ale, who has partnered with 
biotech firm 23andMe to create customised 
beers based on DNA. Groups like SmartPlate 
can analyse nutrition values of a meal based 
simply on a photo, while edible digital codes are 
now popping up on all manner of foods. 

You might be scratching your head and 
wondering what all the fuss is about. Don’t the 
costs outweigh the benefits? Perhaps at scale, 

yes. But there are other ways to customise 
products without breaking the bank. We’re not 
talking about printing millions of packages with 
different names on them. Instead, consider 
the personalised guidance model. This doesn’t 
require much change to your current operations. 
How can you make the experience a more 
personalised one, regardless of if you actually 
personalise products? What value can you 
provide to educate, excite, and entice your new 
and potential customers?

When considered through the lens of TSI’s 
proprietary Navigator software, customisation 
is always top of mind for consumers. In terms 
of desired qualities of a product, tailoring to 
specific nutritional needs is the second most 
important aspect across all segments and 
cohorts. This consistency points to its criticality 
in purchase decisions, more so than aspects 
we often think are important to consumers like 
ingredients, packaging, or sustainability. 
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In years past, the only way you would be 
entertained during dinner was by sitting in front 
of your television. Today, though, entertainment 
is becoming synonymous with the dining 
experience. The advent of “eat-ertainment” 
means restaurants have to constantly find ways 
to entice, excite, and expand their customer 
base. It’s actually quite impressive to see the 
lengths some businesses will go to in attracting 
new diners. From immersive space exploration 
at Manhattan’s Mars 2112, to movie theatres 
offering four course fine dining, it’s clear the 
focus has moved away from food towards fun. 

TSI’s Will Brenner takes a look at one 
particular aspect of the eat-ertainment 
industry: the photogenic restaurant. 

I remember a time, not so long ago, where 
a successful restaurant won with the right 
combination of food, price, and customer service. 
Sitting down at your regular, you knew exactly 
what you wanted to order. A friendly, smiling 
face would bring over your favourite dish and 
you’d tuck in. Waddling up to the register, you 
pay and step outside to a nice big “see you next 
time!” If you were a foodie, you’d seek out a 
place with the latest, freshest, most innovative 
ingredients regardless of the price. Families on 
a budget would go after the most cost-effective 
option, albeit possibly not the tastiest. No matter 
what, good restaurants offered something for 
everyone. 

Over the past few years, though, there’s been 
a subtle shift to this time-honoured formula. 
Instead of happily serving delicious food at 
good prices, restaurants have evolved into 
something more. Eateries are now catering to a 
new clientele representative of a slight change 
in table etiquette. This has nothing to do with 
elbows on the table or using the right fork with 
your fish. This new bit of etiquette is simple: 
today, phones eat first. 

We are seeing the rise of the photogenic 
restaurant. These have evolved alongside social 
media, particularly photo-sharing sites like 
Instagram, Line, and WeChat. To succeed in 
today’s cutthroat restaurant industry, it’s less 
about how the food tastes and more about how 
it looks. That’s why these restaurants cater to 
self-proclaimed photographers and influencers. 
The goal of the modern restaurant is not 
necessarily to please a customer’s palate, but 
rather stimulate all other senses. Ultimately, 
they want a gorgeous photo that generates buzz 
on social media. Anything less is a waste of time. 

The drive for virality is manifesting itself in 
a number of ways. Some restauranteurs are 
devising Insta-ready foods: the Galaxy Donut; 
Japanese soufflé pancakes, charcoal ice cream;  
rainbow bagels. Increasingly, they are also 
designing their spaces like photography studios. 
Perfect lighting placement, garish neon signs 
with double entendre, and even floor tiles are 
all meant to encourage identically one-of-a-kind 
pictures. The unfortunate side effects are pretty 
easy to guess. According to San Francisco food 
entrepreneur Madelyn Markoe, “…the average 
guest takes pictures for 10 minutes before 
ordering, and many bring tripods to better frame 
their shots.” One pastry chef in Shanghai was 
furious she had to increase her dry ice budget 
because customers wanted her creations to have 
an even smokier effect. While the photos may 
look good, all of this is a bad look when it comes 
to customer service, ambience, and operations.  

EAT-ERTAINMENT: NOW, EATING OUT IS ABOUT SO MUCH MORE 

Will Brenner

Eat-ertainment

The act of eating not just as a means 
of satisfying hunger but a form 
of entertainment involving food 
photos, food porn, text messaging, 
posting and ogling before 
consuming.

– Urban Dictionary



28 THE GAP YEAR | TSI 2019

EAT-ERTAINMENT: NOW, EATING OUT IS ABOUT SO MUCH MORE 

With all the hype around creating the most 
photogenic restaurant and menu, are retail 
F&B owners missing some of the foundational 
elements in a sound business model? You’ve 
probably wondered the same thing as you’ve had 
to squeeze into a tiny seat at your favourite café 
since all the others are taken by self-appointed 
models getting glamour shots. While they might 
spend $10 on a coffee today, will they ever come 
back again? What’s worse: is their behaviour 
discouraging loyal customers from returning? 

I believe there should be a balance between 
what’s worked in the past and what customers 
are demanding today. Unfortunately, many 
restauranteurs have forgotten the need for long-
term, sustainable business. Nowhere is this more 
prevalent than in the Asian market, where getting 
the perfect food porn shot is the most important 
part of eating out. Even though the entire industry 
seems to have gone pear shaped, there are still a 
number of best practice examples for restaurant 
owners to look to for inspiration. 

Find a balance. Most restaurants today focus 
too much on their social media worthiness, 
forgetting there are other important factors to 
a successful business. Instead, look to strike a 
balance between modern demands and time-
honoured basics. Shanghai-based Mellower 
Coffee offers some of the city’s best brews, 
but also encourages photos with some of its 
signature drinks, like the Sweet Little Rain. Fish 
restaurant Zauo Namba, of Osaka, sits guests 
inside boats. They are able to pick the freshest 
ingredients, cooked right at their table. Popular 
hot pot chain Hai Di Lao will do the delivery, 
preparation, and clean up for you from the 
comfort of your home. This adds that critical 
customer service element missing in many 
photogenic establishments. 

Use immersion to your advantage. Give 
the people what they want! Immerse them 
fully into the experience and you’ll not only find 
guests off their phones, but tongues wagging 
for some time to come. One of the world’s 
top 50 restaurants, Shanghai’s Ultraviolet, 
takes diners on a 20-course technological and 
gastronomic journey. At US$800 a head, you’d 
bet people are paying attention. Singapore’s 
Sky Dining lifts guests 100 meters above the 
city, providing unparalleled views (and sweaty 
palms). How about cutting people off from their 
phones completely? South Korea’s The Vault 
is a modern-day dine-in-the-dark experience 
that heightens all senses except the one more 
important to diners today. 

Be the anti-photogenic restaurant. In a 
world of roses, why not be a sunflower? Anti-
photogenic restaurants are also popping up, 
adding an odd element to the usual dining 
experience. Whether it’s a prison cell in 
Shinjuku, Poop Café in Seoul, or dingy cave in 
Thailand, restauranteurs are trying to find ways 
to zig while everyone else is zagging. 

When U.K.-based Italian restaurant Zizzi 
approached TSI for their launch in China, we 
knew social media would play a major role in 
our strategy. We had to strike the right balance 
between beautiful food, a photogenic setting, 
taste, and well-established brand rules. Through 
a range of focus groups and stimulus testing 
with consumers, we unpicked the parts of the 
British proposition that resonated most, and 
determined how to execute these in a way that 
was relevant for Shanghai. Beyond providing a 
safe and hygienic environment, consumers are 
looking for photographic scenes to be shared 
on WeChat more than ever. We tested a range 
of interior designs, furniture, wall art, and 
photography to learn from consumers the design 
cues that would appeal most and encourage 
them to share. And, it seems to be working. Zizzi 
Shanghai has been packed to the rafters since 
opening earlier this year.

Zizzi, Shanghai - China
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OMAKASE: WHEN IN DOUBT, LET THE EXPERTS GUIDE YOU

Anyone who has ever been to an authentic 
Japanese sushi restaurant may well be 
familiar with the term omakase. Now, the use 
of omakase is set to take over much of how 
consumers interact with food. 

In brief, omakase is a Japanese word meaning “I’ll 
leave it up to you.” Rather than order from a menu, 
omakase restaurant patrons allow the chef to 
work their magic. The chef will typically highlight 
seasonal ingredients or their own creativity across 
a series of dishes. That way, diners can experience 
all the restaurant has to offer and expand their 
own palettes in the process. 

Diners across Asia are becoming more 
experimental and outgoing in their food choices. 
Omakase is a user-friendly way to get the very 
best of a new cuisine. Rather than sticking with 
foods they know and love (or even worse, going 
for easy fast-food options), consumers want 
something unique. They also want a memorable 
experience over just another quick bite on the go. 
The increase in individual outbound travel has 
been a major contributor to these changes in 
attitude. So, too, are simple logistics. Sometimes 
it’s just easier to let the chef do what they want 
rather than spending an hour translating a menu 
you don’t understand. 

We’ve already seen the omakase concept take 
root outside the Japanese sushi scene. It’s 
particularly loved by some of the world’s top 
cocktail bars. In fact, the omakase cocktail craze 
probably reached its peak in 2017 where the 
likes of L.A.’s Walker Inn and Gen Yamamoto 
in Tokyo pushed the boundaries of the age-old 
bartender’s choice. 

Across Asia, omakase is also getting a 21st 
century makeover. Technology is helping shape 
the way in which diners choose what they’ll 
have for dinner. There are, of course, a number 
of user-experience apps which let us review 
restaurant quality before even leaving home. 
Over the past year, diners have increasingly 
used these apps to decide what dishes they’ll 
order, as well. Chinese app, Dianping, lists the 
most popular items on a restaurant’s menu. It’s 
not uncommon to see groups of diners make 
their decisions entirely based on what diners 
before them have recommended. Perhaps this 
is a democratisation of the omakase process, 
taking power away from chefs and giving it to 
the people. The only issue is, chefs tend to know 
food just a little bit better. 

In 2020, expect omakase to expand even further. 
Packaged goods consumers will want the same 
sort of experimentation, surprise, and thrill 
offered up by a Japanese sushi chef. While CPG 
manufacturers will not be able to create bespoke 
experiences for each and every consumer, 
they can certainly create something unique. 
Consider products which highlight some of the 
lesser known flavours from your country, like 
Connoisseur Ice Cream did when it worked with 
The Silk Initiative. Based in Australia, Connoisseur 
worked with the TSI team to devise flavour 
combinations particularly Aussie. These included 
Kangaroo Island honey with pistachio and Murray 
River salted caramel with macadamia. 
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OMAKASE: WHEN IN DOUBT, LET THE EXPERTS GUIDE YOU

Any and all senses are fair game when it comes 
to omakase. Not only will this bit of creativity 
help you keep up with one of the latest trends, 
but it also greatly influences your market 
differentiation. According to data from TSI 
Navigator, flavour uniqueness is the highest-
growth purchase driver within the snacking 
category. Our monthly product screening 
process, which measures purchase intent for 10 
new products on the market, found significantly 
higher probably with unique flavours. This means 
consumers are getting bored with same old 
flavours on the market. They’re actively looking 
for something new to tingle their taste buds. 

Avarage purchase intent score for products 
offering unique flavours (2019)

For more details on Navigator, please refer 
to page 40 on how TSI can help you better 
understand market trends.

7-Up “Mojito” 
contains a blend of 
lime, grapefruits, and 
non-alcoholic rum to 
bring about thoughts 
of summer.

79%



34 THE GAP YEAR | TSI 2019

STORYTELLING: TOWARDS A NEW FORM OF DIFFERENTIATION

Humans have been telling stories since the dawn 
of time. Ad firms along Madison Avenue have 
been telling them since the dawn of modern 
marketing. Somewhere along the way, though, 
companies began to forget about the story 
behind what they were selling. They’ve opted, 
instead, for cookie-cutter stories often with little 
resonance to consumers. Recently, companies 
have made the leap back into meaningful 
storytelling as a means of driving conversion. 
This could be a return to a product’s origin 
story, the purpose behind an organisation, or a 
company’s vision for the future. 

It’s time, now, for an evolution in corporate 
storytelling. As consumers push for products 
with fewer, more natural, ingredients it’s going 
to be increasingly difficult for companies to 
differentiate on what makes their actual product 
unique. Clean, green, healthy, organic are great, 
but they’re really table stakes at this stage. 
Now, brands will have to dig deep into what 
an audience wants to hear. This new form of 
differentiation will be macro and micro, domestic 
and international. With competition heating up 
across Asia, particularly in markets like China, 
Vietnam, and Thailand, having a story that sets 
you apart has never been more critical. This is all 
easier said than done. 

TSI’s Joel Bacall took a look at how that 
key piece of differentiation you’re looking 
for may be sitting right under your nose. 

Before we jump in, join me in a quick review of 
the essential elements in the marketing mix – 
the old 4 P’s.
 

• You’ve got your product. Without it, you 
won’t have much to do so it’s important 
there is a product to sell. 

• Then there’s price. How much are you 
going to sell your product for and how did 
you come up with this number?

• Next, placement. Where are you going to 
sell your product?

• Finally, we have promotion. How are you 
going to make sure people actually know 
about the product you’re selling? 

 
Aside from actually creating the product itself, 
promotion is probably the most difficult part 
of the mix. This is becoming an even more 
impossible task given just how saturated markets 
are with “stuff.” Getting your product to not only 
catch someone’s eye, but also stand out among 
an infinite number of similar products, is the 
nightmare of every marketing professional. Now, 
multiply that out exponentially and you’ve got 
marketing in Asia. 
 
Fun fact: according to A.C. Nielsen, there is a new 
SKU launched in China alone every 7 minutes – 
that’s more than 200 a day. 
 
How in the world are you supposed to compete 
when it doesn’t seem at all like a fair fight? That’s 
where your key point of difference comes in. 

Joel Bacall
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STORYTELLING: TOWARDS A NEW FORM OF DIFFERENTIATION

If you’re like any of the other people I’ve worked 
with, you’re probably saying to yourself right now, 
“we’ve looked into that already!” Sometimes, 
though, it’s hard to see the forest for the trees. 

That’s why I’m a big proponent of taking a fresh 
look at everything you’ve already done instead of 
going back to the proverbial drawing board. You 
never know what you might find. 
 
With that in mind, let’s start fresh. 
 
It’s not such a big deal if your product doesn’t 
have a key point of difference – what matters is 
finding something to talk about that no-one else 
is talking about. I did say something, not anything. 
Whatever you identify has to resonate with 
consumers. That means it needs to be unique, 
relatable, and (hopefully) validated. 
 
What’s more unique than your brand? Probably 
nothing! You’ve already done a lot of the work 
coming up with USPs, differentiated products, 
and market intelligence. Now you need to figure 
out how to use this in identifying a key point of 
difference for your marketing mix. Given the 
saturation of the market, especially in Asia, this 
means you’re going to have to really dig through 
those notes and come up with something 
creative. To make your life easier, it’s important 
to have the right commercial acumen and 
knowledge of local consumer trends as well. At 
the end of the day, though, your product and its 
story are the key point of difference more so than 
external factors. 
 
To give you a bit of inspiration, look at New 
Zealand farm collective Theland. The group 
produces 10 million kilograms of milk solids from 

26,000 cows across the country. In China more 
than 2,600 supermarkets, as well as a growing 
number of online retailers, sell their products. To 
achieve this massive growth in a relatively short 
period of time, Theland sat down with Chinese 
consumers to find out what resonated best. Low 
and behold, their key point of differentiation was 
sitting in a small statistic buried beneath what 
I can only assume were piles of flipchart paper. 
Consumers cared most about the treatment 
of Theland’s dairy cows because they believed 
this translated into a stronger benefit for them, 
especially with health and taste. This resulted 
in the very impactful campaign guaranteeing 
“one acre of land per cow.” Instead of having to 
develop a brand new story about provenance, or 
promote a thorough scientific analysis of their 
product, Theland was able to come up with a 
winning point of differentiation using what was 
already there. 
 
Promotion today is no small task. It takes 
creativity, acumen, and an innovative mindset to 
really put a true point of difference out into the 
market. Just remember you don’t have to scrap 
everything and start over. The answer you’re 
looking for might actually be hiding in plain sight. 

 

https://milknewzealand.com/our-business/theland-farm-group/
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IT’S ALL IN THE PACK: HOW PACKAGING IS CHANGING THE NAME OF THE GAME

There’s no prize for guessing the biggest 
packaging trend of 2019. From Starbucks to 
mom-and-pop shops, everyone is getting rid of 
single-use plastics. What started as a campaign 
to end straw use in bars has become a global 
business phenomenon. It has changed not only 
the value chain around packaging production, but 
also the way in which companies engage with 
their consumers. 

In 2020, expect things to ramp up even more. 
With single-use plastics out of the way, 
consumers are going to increasingly want 
greater accountability in packaging. Brands 
will need to be fully transparent about not only 
what’s inside the pack, but also the pack itself. 
Where did you source your material? Is it eco-
friendly or reusable? Can I upcycle this into 
something else? TSI Navigator shows the desire 
for sustainable packaging is particularly acute 
among younger consumers between 20 and 29 
years old. This grows further for those living 
in larger metropolitan areas. Your pack is now 

going to be an integral part of your product’s 
story and something consumers look at in 
decision making. 

Also on the horizon is the growth of smart 
packaging. Many of the larger players in the 
Asian market, including supermarket giant 
Metro AG, have been using technology to 
help consumers trace the provenance of the 
products they buy. This included QR-code 
technology to monitor planting, harvest, and 
delivery of fresh goods. Smaller players, like 
Shanghai-based Cambio Coffee, also employ 
digital wizardry like blockchain to improve 
traceability of their products.

Given just how fast the digital world is changing, 
though, 2020 is the perfect time for an even 
bigger push in smart packaging. Consumer 
packaged goods companies have the unique 
opportunity to utilise smart packaging as a means 
of deeper engagement with consumers. Imagine 
a pack that tells the story of your brand and its 
differentiators, along with safety information, 
through a mobile app. With the exponential rise 
of e-commerce, smart packaging can also help 
with the logistical side of things. Companies can 
potentially track consumer product replenishment 
needs and streamline supply chain deliveries. 
Also, expect e-commerce sites to begin 
optimising packaging for the digital market. 

“Consumers want packaging 
materials that reflect a brand’s 
environmental commitment 
whether that comes from 
sustainability, reuse, recycling, 
or innovative materials.”

 – Forbes Magazine

Take one of our favourite examples, Australian 
wine label 19 Crimes. Using augmented reality, 
consumers can literally make the bottles come 
to life. All they have to do is download an app, 
hold their camera up to the bottle, and faces on 
the label will begin speaking. A number of other 
companies have also started to use live labels to 
engage, inform, and convert. Although expensive 
to produce at scale, we’re likely to see challenger 
brands adopting such smart packaging solutions 
as a means of market differentiation. 
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Discover
 
Whether it’s about short-term brand diagnostic work or a more comprehensive brand positioning 
understanding, we take a 360-degree look at the category, your consumers, competitors, and 
best-in-class approaches to guide brands like yours. This provides a complete assessment of the 
present opportunities and future risks facing your brand, 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 as a business to maximise your market potential.

ABOUT TSI

At The Silk Initiative, we use insight, strategy, 
and innovation to future-proof global food and 
beverage brands. Our business is to create and 
validate data-driven brand strategy solutions for 
our clients’ future ambitions. 

As an insights-driven brand consultancy with 
decades of expertise within the packaged 
food and beverage industry, we pride 
ourselves on helping our clients achieve 
exceptional growth. Our solutions, products, 
and services get them there.

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

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 all 
across China to understand drivers and trends 
in real time. A foresight feature allows users to 
crystal ball what consumers will care about in 
the future, while emotional heatmaps profile 
a variety of the touchpoints driving consumer 
purchase behaviour. 

TSI is one of the world’s few food and beverage 
specialists sitting at the intersection of insight, 
strategy, innovation, and creative develop-
ment. We work with partners across research 
and development, marketing, and consumer 
insights. 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.
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We use insight, strategy, 
and innovation to future-proof 
global food and beverage brands.

Follow us 
on WeChat!
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