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The ingredients for successful
advertising in China
Gao Yuxian, Deepender Rana and Shiv Moulee Millward Brown, explode some
myths about advertising in China, and show what really works

I N TODAY'S ENVIRONMENT of global
brand footprints and delivering on
brand profitability, the diversity of Asia

and China poses a challenge for
marketers. Finding the right balance
between global or regional consistency
and local tailoring is tricky and throws up
questions such as:
^- Would an ad that works elsewhere in
the world (or elsewhere in Asia) work in
China?
>• How do we tailor ads to the regional
sensibilities of China's 1.3 billion citizens,
in a country that is arguably as diverse as
Europe?

As multinationals, established in
China's rich coastal provinces, look to tap
the potential of the poorer interior, they
now are either aiming to make ads that
travel across China, or even create sepa-
rate advertising, media and product
strategies for the hinterland.

To answer these questions, we turned
to our extensive database spanning 40,000
ads globally, 9000 in Asia-Pacific and 1700
in China, tested using the Link™ pre-
testing system. We looked both for com-
mon aspects of successful advertising and
also what sets China apart from other
countries.

What we saw confirmed some widely
held beliefs among successful marketers,
but also exploded some myths. Here are
some key findings.

i
Belief 1. Global ads do not work in
China; you need ads created in China
for the Chinese
Answer: False. China is as accepting of
global ads as most other countries.

For starters, we found that it is possible
to create international advertising
that travels, and China does accept
international ads (i).

In the majority of countries, including
China (Shanghai) (2), international and
local advertising performs very similarly
overall, on a one-number composite of
key measures known to relate to sales
effectiveness. We found that internation
al ads in certain categories, like
carbonated soft drinks, luxury products
and high-tech, which showcase aspira-
tional lifestyles, work well in China.
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Belief 2. Ads in China tend to be
high on information and low on
'creativity'.
Answer: True. Unlike its varied cuisines,
the current ad diet in China is somewhat
bland.

Anyone who has watched TV in China
would have got the feeling of being bom-
barded with ads crammed with demos,
slogans (not surprising in a land of
slogan-based propaganda!), written mes-
sages and continuous voiceovers.
Implicit communication strategies that
rely on user imagery or purely emotional
associations typically are not used here.
Of the ads we have tested in Asia and
China, 55% demonstrate product bene-
fits compared to, for example, 34% of ads
in Europe.

On the other hand, we see less use of
distinctive creative styles, mood advertis-
ing and prominent music.

It must be kept in mind that the major-
ity of the ads we have tested are from
enlightened multinational advertisers
who are into building well-rounded
brands. A typical local Chinese brand
would have even more of a message and
rational focus. Interminable commercial
breaks with the same ad from local brands
being repeated five to six times make
things worse (see Table i).

Belief 3. Chinese consumers want
information only, not entertainment.
Answer: False. Simple entertainment
grounded in brand and message works.

While to some degree the ad diet in
China reflects what the consumers want,
it also reflects what the advertisers think
they want. Many marketers have not
caught on to the fact that the Chinese
consumer has moved on from purely
functional platforms and also wants emo-
tions from advertising and brands.

If we look at the profile of top-per-
forming ads, as opposed to all ads, it
indicates that Chinese consumers rate
ads with continuous voiceovers and
purely rational messages lower than the
rest of Asia. Continuous voiceovers are
understandably irritants in a visual medi-
um like TV.

On the other hand, the 'more the bet-

ter' (multiple messages) philosophy does
seem to work, since in a cost conscious
and deal-driven market, it indicates better
value. Baby milk powder ads in China
indicate they contain DHA + AHA +
Biftdus bacteria + vitamins + dietary fibre
and more. Also slogans, especially those
rooted in consumer benefits, and written
messages seem to work well, since these
clarify the benefits.

The Chinese consumer's appetite for
entertainment is vastly under rated. The
key here is to understand what kind of
entertainment works - specifically, use of
children, celebrities and slice of life,
rather than complex creative styles. It is
also very obvious that advertisers are not
leveraging humour and music enough in
China; these elements figure in ads in
China less often, but do work very well
when used.

Some of the success of these ads has to
do with relevant insights. 'Little emper-
ors' are indeed loved in China, and a
proud reflection of family well-being.
Similarly, slice-of-life ads featuring the
family reflect Confucian values.

However, we must admit that there is
an element of brand and product infor-
mation-seeking focus, even in the
entertaining elements.

Slice-of-life depictions are used to show
product usage in a relevant context.
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^- Apart from quickly establishing aware-
ness, celebrities are used for enhancing
perceptions of trust and reliability. This is
a valuable commodity, especially in the
interior of China, where people with high
status are unconditionally respected, and,
equally, there is a lot of distrust of claims
from poor-quality, unknown brands.
> Music works, but not just any music. It
is best if it involves the message and has
been created for the brand.
> Humour figures prominently in top
ads in China, as elsewhere. Successful
use of humour involves using puns,
respecting Chinese mores (do not make
others 'lose face', no dark humour or
satire) and being down to earth. It also
requires integrating the brand and mes-
sage early into the story and not letting
the messenger overwhelm the message
(see Table 2).

Belief 4. We can use the same ad
for Greater China - Mainland,
Taiwan and Hong Kong; with a
shared Confucian culture, China is
closer in ad response to North Asia
- Korea and Japan - than to rest of
Asia
Answer: False, on both counts. While
many marketers are choosing to consol-
idate their operations into a Greater
China structure, the consumers and
their responses to advertising are very
different, due to different levels of mar-
ket development in Taiwan and Hong
Kong. Taiwan seeks novelty via new
products. Mainland China, on the other
hand, respects and trusts established
brands, with some search for novelty via
new information. When it conies to exe-
cutional style and treatment, Taiwan
prefers pace, while regular pace tends to
work better in China, where fast ads fre
quently hinder comprehension.

While some pop and fashion trends
may flow from Korea and Japan to China,
this does not hold true for advertising,
This was reinforced when we looked at 13
ads from Japan, Korea and Taiwan that
were tested in China. Only one of them
did well in China.

China actually tends to be more simi-
lar to India, another country with a

fast-emerging consumer culture. Shang-
hai and India accept similar types of
styles (and indeed reject certain styles).
Ads that perform well have strong enter-
tainment values, but in essence have
simple storylines. In contrast, ads reject-
ed by Shanghai and India are too 'out
there' for both markets. The possibility of
a China-India cluster is already being
explored by some smart marketers (see
Figures i and 2).

Belief 5. China is diverse: guaran-
teeing an ad works in the three
metros - Shanghai, Beijing and
Guangzhou does not mean it will
work elsewhere
Answer: True. However, Shanghai is a
relatively truer barometer of the rest of
China than Beijing or Guangzhou.

Some interesting highlights emerged
when we delved deep into what made for
successful ads in different parts of China.
> Secondary cities tend to be more accept-
ing/less critical compared to the metros.
When we looked at the proportion of
strong ads among pairs of ads tested in
multiple locations, secondary cities had
almost twice as many ads classified as
strong, as compared to Shanghai or
Beijing.
^- Secondary cities want entertainment
from advertising - but seek reassurance in
product cues and established brands. It is

a bit similar to risk-averse consumers in
South East Asia turning to big brands for
the trust and respect they inspire. The
metros on the other hand, like North Asia,
are open to new products and informa-
tion. Music works everywhere, but
secondary cities like it better if it is con-
nected to the message. They also prefer
their slogans to come from familiar
brands: these slogans should not only be
sung but also written, for good effect. Sim-
ilarly, messages are better written, rather
than just said.

While their level of acceptance is simi-
lar (and low), the 'route' to accepting ads is
different in Beijing and Shanghai. Only
50% of the ads that did well in Beijing did
well in Shanghai, and viceversa. For the
more conservative and down-to-earth Bei-
jingers it is important to be seen making
wise choices about brands. So they are less
driven by creativity ahd/more by the pres-
ence of information. In contrast, the
image-conscious Shanghainese tend to be
clearly more creative/execution driven,
and are attracted to what is new and the
latest trends. Ads with a distinctive cre-
ative style and mood advertising tend to
do well there.

As many as 80% of the ads that did well
in Shanghai also worked in secondary
cities, but this dropped to around 50% for
Beijing - secondary city pairs. Given their
desire to be entertained (although in a
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simpler manner to Shanghai), secondary hai donates hut does not receive: success
cities are more likely to receive from in secondary cities does not guarantee
Shanghai than Beijing. However, Shang- success in Shanghai.

So apart from our knowledge of what
works and does not work in different
parts of Asia and China, what else do we
need to watch out for when we make ads
that travel? We know that brand status
can play a key role in helping or hinder-
ing transferability. In fact, of ads we have
tested in more than one market in Asia,
close to six in ten ads that did not travel
well had differing brand status or com-
petitive context in the markets tested.
Contrast this with a corresponding fig-
ure of one in ten for ads that did travel
well. While it sounds like pointing out
the obvious, we continue to have
numerous instances of advertisers using
an ad for an established brand in the
West to launch in Asia.

With its huge size and less-developed
modern trade, differing brand status
across city tiers and regions is common
in China. For example, for a brand enter-
ing the lower-tier markets, the objective
is to gain share from entrenched local
competition, possibly via a strong ration-
al reason to believe. On the other hand,
in Shanghai the same brand may be a
leader, and it might want to bond current
users by making them feel emotionally
closer.

Overall, we find that the complexity
of China and Asia continues to amaze
and frustrate even savvy advertisers. The
key in China is to be brand and product
centric, and build in a clear demonstra-
tion of a unique product benefit, with
some simple entertainment values.
With the battleground for interior
China heating up, and local brands get-
ting sawier about brand-building and
advertising, things can only get more
interesting. •

1. As defined by ads tested in more than one
country.

2. Our advertising research is mainly carried
out in Shanghai, for two main reasons:

(i) it is very important and seen as a leading

edge marketer

(ii) mostfmcg majors (though not PS-G) are

based in Shanghai.
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