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Weathering the Storm: 
A long-term outlook for 
brands post-COVID
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Introduction

With the shadow of COVID still looming large over 
the world, there is still significant uncertainty of how 
the next six months will unravel, whether in China or 
on a global scale, there are many different scenarios 
to consider.

Within China, and as we have outlined in our previous 
analyses of the impact of the virus, we have seen 
some industries that will be incredibly adversely - 
affected (tourism, restaurants, entertainment), and 
others that can expect to see a positive impact 
(insurance, health care). 

The short-term impacts have been discussed in 
depth, however what impacts will this huge shift 
in normality have in the long-term? This strategic 
consideration is of the utmost importance for brands. 
With many currently trying not to drown, the longer-
term imperative will be how tore-learn to swim.

In this article we outline a series of longer term 
changes in the mindset and behavior of Chinese 
consumers and how they may intrinsically change the 
way in which brands interact with their audiences.
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for digital transformation

A personal re-evaluation  
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Shifting behavior 
at home
With most Chinese consumers cooped up in their homes for 
the past four weeks, the way in which they are interacting 
with the world has been markedly different from the norm. 
Obvious impacts of this include a huge impact on offline retail 
in sectors such as luxury, automotive and fashion which have 
all seen significant impact due to their reliance on in-person 
experience. However, for these industries the long-term 
prognosis is not that consumers will permanently stay indoors, 
and a rebound is possible once they are able to re-experience 
the categories.

However, this new way of interacting with the world from 
home has also highlighted some growth stories. eCommerce 
platforms are seeing a strong spring festival, reporting huge 
uptakes in sales and frequency of purchase (JD.com reported 
154% YoY growth in rice, flour, grain, oil and dairy, Suning 
reported doubling of sales). Not only has this been with 
their core target demographics, but additionally they have 
attracted the otherwise elusive older generations onto the 
platforms out of necessity.

This creates a long-term potential shift for these platform and 
digital commerce in general. A vast amount of data will now be 
available to look at the habits of this group, allowing a deeper 
understanding of how to target them. This in turn will open 
up opportunities for new categories and brands to increase 
their online sales % and will increase the need for distinct/new 
eCommerce strategies across an expanded pool of brands and 
categories.

Outside of the major commerce platforms, consumers are also 
turning to new ways of staying productive. With many schools 
across the country closed at least until the beginning of March, 
and many offices still not fully open, many have turned to 
online productivity and collaboration apps. The rise of apps 
like DingTalk, Xueersi, WeChat Work and Huawei's cloud 
computing infrastructure has created new behavior among 
workers and students alike.

In the long term, as schools and offices reopen, a natural 
fall back into normal working patterns and a rebalancing of 
spending patterns will occur, but the sudden shift into a new 
way of working/spending provides an interesting stress test 
for associated brands. This in turn creates the need for brands 

"Life streaming is the 
new form of meetings."
– Doreen Wang, CEO of Kantar China 
attended “Top 100 Influencers” live streaming

to be future looking in their strategy. Much thought must be 
given to the potential implications to their business if there is 
a significant shift in the fundamental day to day behavior of 
their target audience.

In practice, as a brand or marketing leader significant thought 
should be given to how a rise in time spent in the home might 
fundamentally change relationships with brands, people 
and business. From home office equipment, to snacks and 
beverages, to the role of entertainment and mobility, all could 
present growth for the right brand at the right time.
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A consumer led 
catalyst for digital 
transformation
From epidemic centric metrics to travel movements to sales 
numbers, data has been deployed throughout the epidemic to 
create narratives, assess issues and predict upcoming changes. 
While big data, AI, blockchain and cloud computing are not 
new, with many brands labelling their insights, products and 
services under the banners, never has the widespread use of 
the digital ecosystem been more on the top of consumers' 
minds.

Within the first week of the virus it was possible to check 
whether someone who had been infected was on your flight or 
your train. Now, after a month, you can look at an interactive 
map of the addresses of each of the infected on your phone 
in real time. The big telecoms companies in China have 
also allowed an opt in tracking of your phones movements, 
providing a QRcode which can be used to subsequently prove 
you have avoided virus hotspots.

Whereas before, consumers were perhaps unaware of the 
power of these tools and concerns over privacy (which are 
still valid during this period), much of their value currently sits 
behind the scenes rooted in business process. In the COVID era 
consumers have been alerted to the benefits the combination 
of digital technologies can bring directly to them.

What does this mean for brands? Most should already be 
somewhere on the journey to digital transformation (which is 
a never-ending journey that is constantly shifting), but those 
who are lagging will soon find themselves overrun by more 
agile, nimble and well-informed competitors. While this is 
a well-accepted narrative (some term it a 'mass extinction 
of brands' in the digital age), the COVID-catalyst will put 
increasing pressure for brands to invest and transform to keep 
up with consumer demand for digitally enables products and 
services. 

Major apps have been providing 
virus updates and services. 
Highlighted the number on 
infected, cured and deceased 
across geographies, even 
unlocking the power of show 
where in the city the confirmed 
cases were found, and the 
distance of the nearest cases 
based on the LBS technology. 
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A personal  
re-evaluation of 
values & attitudes
Times of crisis often result in consumers re-evaluating what 
is important to them, and what is not. As the book Tribe by 
Sebastian Junger highlights is that crisis gives us a chance to 
rally together and work toward a 'higher purpose'.
Health has been at the forefront of the epidemic, from wearing 
a mask every day in public, to protective goggles at airports, 
to tissues and cotton buds being given out to press elevator 
buttons.

Many of the booming industries during the period have been 
associated with health. Tencent Medpedia, Ali Healthy, Ping-
An Good Doctor and DXY have been benefits. In the long 
term, consumers will take their health more seriously than ever 
before. For example, insurance will be a key focus, enabling 
consumers to feel at ease that their health is being looked 
after.

Health can play a role across more categories than those 
directly related. For food, beauty, and other categories related 
to placing on, or in your body, it will be important to inform 
consumers of processes and supply chains, as well as bringing 
new technologies that can bring health related benefits. Many 
of these platforms for growth can be enabled by the increased 
use of digital technology coupled with the power of centralized 
data ecosystems (such as Tencent or Alibaba's) as outlined in 
the previous section.

As part of the increased media attention behind the virus, 
there has been a significant human focus. Medical workers 
have become the front-line heroes, video montages went viral, 
a pouring of support from within and outside of China have 
shown a shifting attitude toward human centricity.

Cotton bud and 
tissues have been 
used as an innovative 
method to avoid 
germs in the elevator
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A great example of how brands can be more human centric, 
and purpose driven was seen by the Hilton group. With a 
drastic decrease in travel and heavy restrictions on movement, 
the financial outlook will be bleak like so many others in 
the hospitality industry. However, Hilton wanted to redefine 
hospitality, they were one of the first to offer free cancellations 
and refunds for bookings. They also repurposed many of their 
empty properties to set up a place for respite for medical 
workers, helping them get through the tough times and 
bringing people together.

This shows how brands take a leading role. They elevate 
beyond their brand purpose and start redefining category 
purpose. Taking this type of leadership role increases the 
'captaincy' of brands and sets them up for long-term success. 
Brands should not just restrict this type of leader thinking to 
moments of crisis and should look to play a category leading 
role (even if not the category leader) to elevate themselves.

Another shifting value after a crisis is a rise in the sense of 'life's 
too short'. Many plans have been disrupted due to the virus, 
with the sense of many missed opportunities for travel and 
fun. The bounce back against this may see some consumers 
becoming more daring, traveling to more exotic locations, a 
desire and thirst for new and unexplored knowledge, adoption 
of new hobbies, sports or activities, and impulse spending on 
high-end items (which will be welcomed by the hard hit luxury 
sector). All of these provide direct and indirect opportunities 
for marketeers. Identifying new brand growth platforms to 
bring new experiences and associations will unlock longer term 
growth rather than focusing on short-term sales.

Beyond health, human centricity, and daring, there may 
be other shifted values and attitudes that will be identified. 
Brands need to be ready to be flexible and agile enough 
to adopt to these changes, and communicate with their 
audiences.

Short videos about how 
medical professionals 
work and how people 
donate and help fight the 
epidemic go viral
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Conclusion

Predicting the long-term effects of how consumers 
will change in China is never going to be an exact 
science and depending on how the epidemic 
develops. Moving forward, more risks, opportunities, 
barriers and drivers may appear to form new 
narratives.

However, a 'golden thread' can be identified within 
the current narratives and outlooks. None of these 
trends are new or especially different. Instead the 
epidemic has served as a catalyst to increase the rate 
of change of these trends.

What does this mean for brands? When the storm 
dies down, and the seas quieten, we find ourselves in 
a new normality. A digitally enabled, more flexible, 
more human centric and more daring place, where 
brands that are bold and forward thinking will win, 
and brands that did not think ahead, will fall by the 
wayside.
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Kantar is the world’s leading data, insights and 
consulting company. We understand more 
about how people think, feel, shop, share, 
vote and view than anyone else. Combining 
our expertise in human understanding with 
advanced technologies, Kantar’s 30,000 people 
help the world’s leading organizations succeed 
and grow.




